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ABSTRACT
This thesis embodies the first detailed study of 
ancient Indian warfare with special reference to the 
Vedic period. The evidence of archaeology, the Vedic 
literature, the Nika.yas, the Vina.ya, and the Epics, 
has been critically sifted to present a faithful picture 
of early Indian warfare prior to c.UOO B.C. In an 
introduction we explain the nature of our enquiry, and 
discuss the sources of our information together with 
our terms of reference. The first four chapters deal 
with the four traditional limbs of the Indian army - 
infantry, chariots, cavalry and elephants. An attempt 
is made to bring out their growth and development with 
time. Ancient arms and armour are then discussed and 
described in the light of literary and archaeological 
evidence. Forts and fortifications form the theme of 
the sixth chapter, which traces the growth of human 
settlements from lowly beginnings to large urban centres 
fully cognizant of fortified defence. The seventh 
chapter deals with the development of order and 
organisation, the rise of monarchy and the warrior 
nobility, besides the growth of other offices and the 
division of functions. In the eighth chapter we have
discussed the ethics of war and the evolution of 
moral maxims governing the conduct of warfare from 
the Rgvedic period down to that of the Epics.
The conclusion sums up a few of the more 
important points made in the body of the thesis.
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Introduction
The first rapid advances in human civilization 
followed the discovery of metals and the domestication 
of cattle, among them ridden and draught animals. The 
growth of populations beyond their means of subsistence 
in given areas intensified the struggle for survival; 
fresh pastures beckoned to the adventurous spirit of 
man. It is precisely in these dim and distant 
beginnings of civilization that we are interested. In 
the pages that follow, an attempt has been made to 
study the earliest forms of Indian warfare; the 
domestication of the horse and the elephant and their 
use for military purposes; the invention of wheeled 
vehicles and the battle-chariot; the use of metals 
for the manufacture of weapons; the nature of ancient 
arms and armour, forts and fortifications; military 
order and organisation; and the uneasy birth of a 
moral consciousness evidenced in the development of a 
code of war.
We have pieced together all the available 
archaeological data and made a thorough study of the 
entire range of Vedic literature in a bid to present 
for the first time as complete a picture of warfare as
these sources permit. Our task has been rendered 
easier by the many Vedic scholars who, though not 
directly interested in the military aspect of the 
Vedic Aryans’ lives, have nevertheless said something 
here and there about warfare and other related matters 
during the course of their writings. To all of them 
we are indebted for help and guidance.
For the archaeological data, we are indebted to 
authorities such as Sir John Marshall, E.J.H.Mackay, 
M.S. Vats, Sir Mortimer Wheeler, Gordon Childe,
Stuart Piggott, B.B.Lal, G.R.Sharma, and the 
publications of the Archaeological Survey of India.
Other historians before us, such as E.W.Hopkins, 
G.T.Date, V.R.R.Dikshitar, P .0.Chakravarti, and 
B.K.Majumdar, have worked on ancient Indian warfare. 
But none of them studied the problems that form the 
main burden of our thesis; the prehistoric and the 
Vedic periods were given short shrift in a few lines 
here and there and treated with an attention at best 
perfunctory. We stop where virtually all of them 
began.^ Much more archaeological material has come
1. Cf. Chakravarti, The Art of War in Ancient India, 
Introduction, II.
to light in recent years enabling us to interpret the 
Vedic evidence with a certainty and clarity that was 
hitherto unattainable.
Hopkins alone among the old historians studied the 
Epic evidence in detail in an essay that was masterly for 
its day.1 But we have gone straight to the sources and 
scanned the new Critical Edition of the Mahabharata.
Our opinions are based on this independent study, and not 
infrequently we have found it necessary to disagree with 
that learned scholar. The Epic material provides depth 
to the picture that we have gleaned from our Vedic 
sources. The nature of the Vedic literature precludes 
the possibility of the graphic descriptions of warfare 
which we can find in the Epics. The echoes of the
2
Mahabharata war can be detected in the Vedic literature 
and, as we have pointed out time and again in our text, 
some of the Epic tradition is indeed very ancient. 
Chariots in the Epic are the invincible instruments of 
battle; elephants and cavalry play a role of comparative
1. Hopkins, The Social and Military Position of the 
Ruling Caste in Ancient India, as represented by the 
Sanskrit Epic, JAOS, 13, pp.37ff*
2. H.C.Raychaudhuri, Political History of Ancient India, 
pp.7,U0.
insignificance. That this state of affairs was earlier 
than the days of the Buddha and the centuries that 
followed, will he amply demonstrated hy the study of the 
Nikayas and Vinaya - good evidence for the 6th - Uth 
century B.C.1 By the time Alexander came to India, 
things had changed; the chariots were there of course, 
hut the real responsibility of attack and defence had 
shifted to the elephants and the cavalry. Again, the 
election and consecration of the commander on the field 
of hattle as evidenced in the Epic at once reminds one
p
of the Vedic king’s coronation; it is doubtless earlier 
than the Buddhist period. We are aware that much of the 
Epic was compiled later, hut we emphasize, nevertheless, 
the genuine antiquity of its tradition. Recent 
archaeological discoveries attest the rich efflorescence 
of the Ganges civilization in the first half of the 
first millennium B.C., in which ’we may recognise ... 
the general urban background of the Mahabharata without 
too much labouring of detail: a picture of wealthy and
1. Cf. Cambridge History of India, vol.I, pp.192-197; 
Dialogues of the Buddha, S.B.B. vol.II, Preface,xx; 
vol.IV, Introduction, vii.
2. See below, p*p#££5-Z6g.
3« For some opinions on the subject see Winternitz,
History of Indian Literature, 1927, vol.I, pp•A5U-U75, 
500-517; Hopkins, CHI, vol.I, p.2585 Macdonell, 
History of Sanskrit Literature, London, 1928, 
pp.285-7, 309 etc.
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jealous dynasties and polities, "based upon a limitless 
and fertile soil and serviceable river-communications.f ^
The descriptive portions of the Mahabharata 
reveal a social and political structure recognisably 
earlier and less elaborately organised than that 
described in the accounts of Megasthenes and the 
Artha^astra of Kautilya. We have, however, exercised 
great caution in the treatment of the didactic portions 
of the Epic, which are generally agreed to be late. The 
Santi parva has been used as little as possible, and so 
also the later parvas of the great Epic. The Ramayana 
has been used with the greatest reserve and only in so 
far as it corroborates the information derived from the 
Mahabharata. The Epic testimony is generally accepted 
only when it agrees with the Vedic, Buddhist or 
archaeological evidence.
Scholars before us tried to sift the evidence of 
the Jatakas, but no notice was taken of the earlier and 
vital information contained in the Nikayas and the 
Vinaya. We have carefully studied these texts and 
culled all the relevant data bearing on the 
domestication of animals and their use for warfare, the
1. Wheeler, Early India and Pakistan, p.132. Cf.also 
G-oJoKeld, The Mahabharata, An Ethnological Study, 
London, 1935, p.3^5»
li
arms of the army and the other allied points of interest. 
Despite the greater antiquity of the Epic military 
tradition, we have put the Buddhist evidence earlier 
than the Epic in our text, for the Nikayas and the 
Vinaya were compiled earlier than the Mahabharata and 
the Ramayana.
The warfare of the Vedic Aryans has been thoroughly 
studied. The Epic and Buddhist material has been used to 
support, elucidate and complete the picture of the early 
period. The archaeological evidence on the domestication 
of animals, use of metals, arms and armour, and forts and 
fortifications, has been utilised as fully as possible to 
add the weight of material proof to literary testimony. 
All the sources have been used in their proper 
chronological order in a topical treatment of the subject 
to bring out the growth and development in different 
directions. Events and parallels in foreign history have 
often been cited in the text or foot-notes for the sake 
of interest as well as of explanation. It was deemed 
unnecessary to inflate the text of the thesis with 
criticisms of obsolete opinions which have been ignored 
in silence. Current opinions are however challenged 
whenever found necessary in the text; generally, though, 
these are referred to in the foot-notes. We may perhaps
claim a measure of originality for the first detailed 
study of Indian warfare prior to the fourth century B.C. 
for the synthesis of the archaeological material and the 
literary; and for new conclusions on many aspects of the 
problems discussed.
TABLE OB CHRONOLOGY
c. kth and 3rd millennia B.C
c. 2700 - + 1U1 B.C.
c. 2500 - 1500 B.C.
c. 1600 - 1000 B.C.
c. 1100 - 800 B.C.
c. 1000 - 900 B.C.
c. 1000 - 600 B.C.
c. 600 - 200 B.C.
c. 600 - UOO B.C.
Early peasant communities 
of Western India.
Kot Dijian Culture.
Harappan Civilization. 
Composition of the hymns 
of the Rgveda and the 
earlier parts of the later 
Sarfihitas.
Painted Grey Ware.
Associated with the Aryans.^
-  2Mahabharata War.
Later Vedas, Brahmanas - ■«—— ——r - - ■ - «■ - -
and the early Upanisads. 
Northern Black Polished
3
Ware in the Ganges Valley. 
The Epics in existence as 
popular poems "before they 
were finally revised. They 
contain a military tradition 
that harks back to the 
Vedic days.
1. See Ancient India, Nos. 10 and 11, pp#2-3*23; 138ff. Cf. 
also G.R.Sharma, The Excavations at Kausambi (57-59)>P*9. 
For Wheeler’s opinion, see Early India and Pakistan,
pp.26ff.
2. Cf. Raychaudhuri, Political History of Ancient India,
pp.7*8.
3. Cf.Ancient India, Nos.10 and 11, pp.22,23; also Wheeler, 
loc.cit., pp.30,31.
14
c. 563 - U83 B.C.
c. 500 - 300 B.C.
The Buddha. (Kings 
Bimbisara and Ajata^atru 
of Magadha, Udayana of 
KausSmbl, and Prasenajit of 
Ko£ala, were his 
contemporaries.)
The compilation of the 
Nikayas and the Vinaya 
more or less complete.
Asoka's Bhabru Edict cites 
passages from the Sutta 
Pitaka.
Chapter I 
The Infantry
Man found his feet on land, and on foot he first 
fought. Our palaeolithic ancestor was parasitic on nature 
he hunted and killed animals as he roamed about the 
forests in search of food. Rude implements of wood, and 
of stone, chipped and flaked, added to the strength of 
bone and sinew against the depredations of man and beast. 
The clash of interests and of wills often fanned the flame 
of primitive bellicosity; but duels rather than battles 
were fought in the food-gathering stage of human evolution 
The neolithic age, however, marked the beginning of 
cooperation with nature. Man cultivated the land and 
domesticated the cattle. As life thus became more 
sedentary, small settlements sprang into existence. The 
quality of tools and weapons improved; they were now 
ground and polished. But still, speaking with reference 
to India, there were no organised armies, and there was 
no organised warfare. Hordes of men must have frequently 
fought their rivals for the prize of land and booty in 
cattle. In those early struggles of acquisitive and 
greedy man, his rough and ready weapons of stone must 
have played their part, besides clubs of wood and the 
brute force of muscle.
Big strides were made in the chalcolithic age.
Fortified, settlements came into "being, and the Indus Valley 
civilization reached its full flower. The many fortified 
sites of Baluchistan and Sind are eloquent reminders 
of organised life and defence; mighty citadels such as 
those of Harappa and Mohenjodaro, provided with watchmen’s 
quarters, suggest the presence of standing garrisons to 
man the defences.1 Fighting, then, must have already 
become a profession, and the army, such as it was, an
important factor in the life of these wealthy communities.
2 3The Rgvedic references to the forts and large armies^
of the native inhabitants of India lend support to the
evidence of archaeology. Foot-soldiers must have
protected these fortifications, fighting from rampart
and parapet, tower and bastion. Indeed, direct evidence
for mounted warriors in the Indus valley is strangely
lacking, and we are led to believe that their fighting
forces must have largely opposed their enemies on foot.
Their weapons included dirks and swords,^" knives and
5 6daggers, flat axes without the shaft-hole, spears and
1. See the chapter on forts and fortifications.
2. RV.1.53.7; 1.33.12; 1.61.5; 1.63.7; 1.103.3; IV.16.13,etc.
5. Ibid., 1.53.9; II.Ik.7; IV.16.13; IV.30.21; cf. Muir,
OST., vol.V, p.U71. 
k. ASI, Annual Report, 1930-3U, I,p.56; Mackay, Further 
Excavations at Mohenjodaro, I, p.U66.
5. Ibid., p.U65.
6. Ibid., pp.1+53-^5^; Marshall, Mohenjodaro and the Indus 
Civilization, II, pp.k9k-k95•
1 2  3lances, maces, and "bows and arrov/s^ tipped with copper
heads.^ Slings were used as in Sumer and Anau in 
5
Turkestan. The prehistoric warrior of India appears to 
have usually fought on foot and made use of such weapons 
as barbed spears and harpoons, flat axes and swords of 
copper, as suggested by the finds of the Ganga-Yamuna 
valley, the region around the uplands of Ranchi, and also 
Kallur in Hyderabad, Deccan. The deposition of hoards, 
such as that of Gungeria tools and weapons, betokens a 
time of trouble and turmoil; perhaps the Aryan invader 
had arrived, and the conquest of the north-west spurred 
him on to the valley of the Ganga.
Infantry doubtless formed the most numerous arm 
of the Aryan forces, but, like the Hittite foot-soldiers, 
played a role subordinate to the chariots in open battle. 
Thus, according to the Rgveda, the Aryans win treasures
1. Mackay, op.cit., p.U59; Marshall, op.cit., pp.U97,U98
2. Mackay, op.cit., p.397*
3. Ibid., p.U61. The Vedic Age, pi.VII, fig.7, depicts a 
horned archer of the Indus valley.
k. Marshall, op.cit., II, p.k99; Ghilde, New Light on the 
most ancient East, p.178.
3. Marshall, op.cit., p.U66. For a full treatment of the 
Indus Valley weapons, see below, pp. 1 5 7" 1 ^ 6 •
6. V.A.Smith, The Copper Age and Prehistoric Bronze 
Implements of India, IA., 1905 > vol.3U, pp.230ff.; 
Stuart Piggott, Antiquity, vol.l8, 19kk, pp.173-182; 
Prehistoric India, pp.238-238.
7. O.R.Gurney, The Hittites, p.106.
n
with hosts on foot and chariots. The Rgveda, as already
2
remarked,1- mentions very large armies resisting the Aryan 
advance; some of the figures range from 30,000 up to 
100,000. A literal acceptance of the latter inflated 
figures would indeed "be open to question; hut an 
acquaintance with armies of considerable size would alike 
he undeniable. And the available evidence suggests that 
most of these non-Aryans must have stood their ground 
on foot.
The willing and able-bodied members of the various 
tribes must have constituted the infantry of the Rgvedic 
Aryans, while the king and his nobility usually rode in 
chariots and commanded the army. The Rgveda refers to 
the gathering of tribes on the day of t r i a l t h e r e  is 
the warrior, and there also his son on the field of 
battle. Even three generations together^4 brave the foe 
in defence of their property. The armies carry banners 
as they march to the fateful encounter. Flag unites with
g
flag in battle, as band on band and troop following 
troop invoke divine favours;^ brave men, impetuous, march
1. RV.I.100.10, sa gramebhih sanita sa rathebhir
2. See above, p.1<*> n.3.
3. RV.VI.26.1.2; VII.79.2.
U. Ibid., VIII.23.12.
5. Ibid., X.J+2.U.
6. Ibid., 1.103.1; VII.83.2; X.103.11.
7. Ibid., III.26.6, vratam vrataifi ganarfi ganam.
jl a
on, like flames of fire in form, with pointed arrows and 
sharp weapons.'1' Passages such as these hint at some kind 
of a marching order as well as battle formation. The 
Maruts, likened to the people in the Vedic literature,
are in the Rgveda like brothers, among whom none is the
2 3eldest or the youngest; they are equal in age, of one
mind,^ and look alike, with golden mantles,^ helmets,^
7
and armlets. They move about in fixed formations -
8 9thrice sixty or thrice seven.* Though most of them,
however, usually ride on horseback or in chariots, it is
noteworthy that the poet can visualise the form of a well
ordered army that must have included warriors both mounted
and on foot. Terms like £ardha, vrata, and gana,10 cannot,
therefore, be summarily dismissed as signifying no
11 12’distinct series of divisions’. Zimmer deduced from 
these terms that the clan (vi£), the village (grama) and
1 . RV. X.8U.1, ... abhi pra yantu naro agnirupah
2. Ibid., V.59.6; 60.5.
3. Ibid., I.I65.I.
U. Ibid., VIII.20.1,21.
5 . Ibid., V.55.6.
6. Ibid., V.51+.11.
7. Ibid., II.3U.2.
8 . Ibid., VIII.85.8.
9. Ibid., 1.133*6; cf. R.NcDandekar, Vrtraha Indra, ABORI, 
vol.31, 1950, p.50.
10. RV.V.53.11; vrata in RV.I.163.8; 111.26.2; IX.1U.2, etc
11. Vedic Index, II, pp. 3^ -1 > 3^4-2; cf. CHI, vol.I, p.96.
12. Zimmer, AL, p.162.
the family constituted the units of the military 
organisation. We cannot he positive as to the nature of 
these divisions,'1' though trihes and relations not
infrequently fought side hy side. And in the later Epic,
2
too, we find relations fighting beside each other.
Outside India, Homer refers to the tribal organisation of
the army,^ and so does Tacitus in his Germania.^
5 6The vra.japati and the gram an! were officials of
more or less equivalent status, who commanded the village
contingents in battle. The Rgveda explicitly refers to
the people (vi£) fighting;"^ they must have formed the bulk
of the infantry. In one passage, though, the people and
Q
wars are contrasted; the desire for peace and security 
seems to break like sunshine through the clouds and 
clamour of war.
The chief weapon of the infantry, as also of the 
chariotry, was the bow and arrow. Arrows were tipped with
1. Apte in TThe Vedic Agef, p.355» infers battle arrays 
of different types from these terms, which denote 
different military units.
2. Hopkins, JAOS, 13, p.193.
3. Iliad, II, 362.
U. Germania, p.275-Cc^‘7 -^
5. RV.X.179.2; Vedic Index, II, p.3i+l; CHI, I, p.95.
6. See p?,2,56-57*
7. RV.I.69.3; 126.5; IV.2U.U; VI.26,1 ; VII.79.2, etc.
8 . Ibid., VI.Ul.5; cf. Vedic Index, I, p.204.
1 2 metal or horn, and sometimes poisoned. Flaming arrows
were shot presumably in order to set fire to the enemy
strongholds. Lances, spears, swords, axes, and slingstone
■3
were also used by the Rgvedic foot-soldier. Those among
the infantrymen who could afford it, and few perhaps could
may have worn armour,^4 or at least the hand-guard called
hastaghna, against the friction of the bowstring.
5
Instruments like the dundubhi and bakura provided the
music of war. The warriors charged with loud shouts to
keep up their animation and ardour, so that the word
krandas became synonymous with a 1 shouting host.’ No
doubt, the infantry of the day could achieve little
against the chariots, which invariably stole the thunder
in open battle. Nevertheless, the foot-soldier was still
indispensable. He must have won battles for the Aryans
in hilly and difficult terrain, inaccessible to their
chariots; he must have stormed the enemies1 forts, scaled
the walls and fought inside to wrest the advantage. And
he must have later protected the Aryan strongholds. He
7
fought under the over-all command of the king and the
1. RVo VI.75.11.15.
2. Ibid., 1.66.4.
3. CHI, I, p.98.
4. Cf. RV.VI.75.1,IQ.
5. Vedic Index, II, p.4l8.
6. RV.11.12.8; compare Germania, pp.267,269C ch-3).
7. RV. X.75.4; U.N.Ghoshal, Kingship in the Rgveda, 
IHQ, 20, 1944, p.40; CHI, I, p.98.
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senani, ^ and the immediate control of the gramanl or the 
vrajapati. If the chariots routed the armies of the non- 
Aryan opponents, the foot-soldiers secured possession of 
the enemy property. But their casualties were often 
heavy; the figures of the opposing armies quoted in the 
Rgveda furnish an approximate idea of the immense 
slaughter that was the concomitant of victory. Those 
that fled from the field of "battle, 'ran like cows 
unherded from the pasture, each clinging to a friend as
p
chance directed.' The archers, though formidable from 
a distance, could achieve little at close quarters. The 
chariots, therefore, as well as the cavalry, found
themselves at an advantage. Horses trampled and
destroyed an army.^ Battles were frequently fought on
the "banks of rivers;^4" the Parupni witnessed the famous
"battle of the ten kings, and the Yamuna the encounter 
"between Sudas and Bheda. Clouds of dust arose as the
R
"battle raged;^ the defeated host was driven into the
g
river to drown and perish. So much about the wars of 
defence and aggression. Raids for cattle and booty
1. CHI., I, p.95.
2. RV.VII.18.10.
3. Ibid., VI.75.7.
k. CHI,I,p.98.
5. RV.VII.83.3.
6. CHI,I,p.82.
Z3
formed part of the normal business of l i f e T h e  king 
shared the prize with his people;" indeed, the 
allurement of loot must have been an incentive to popular 
military service.
The Atharva Veda mentions the army as a regular 
institution of the state, like the sabha and the samiti.
The Taittiri.ya Samhita refers to the army and its 
commander (senani) The infantry is alluded to in
various passages of the later Samhitas;^  the Atharva
c
Veda uses the term patti to denote a foot-soldier. The 
Va.jasaneyi Saifihita calls Siva ’the lord of footmen’."^
The people still constituted the rank and file; an AV. 
passage speaks of ’sharpening up clan on clan (vis) '-f
Q
in order to fight. The Taittiriya Sarfthita refers to 
the Maruts as the people of the gods; they are organised
9
in seven troops; and in troops does a king win his people. 
The passage reinforces the idea of popular participation 
in warfare, besides suggesting some order in the
1. Cf.RVoX.lU2.k; Vedic Index, II, p.212.
2. Ibid.
3. AV.XV.9.2, sabha ca samiti^ca sena ca; cf. K.P.Jayaswal, 
Hindu Polity, p.20.
U. TS0IV.5.U.I.
3. AV.XI.10.2U; VII.62.1; XIX.15.2; TS.IV.5.U.1, etc.
6. AV.VII.62.1.
7* VS.XVI.19, pattinaift pati.
8. AV.IV.31.U.
9. TS.V.U.7.7; cf. IV.3.13.U.
24
tu
organisation of the army0 It was not a mere multijdinous 
horde without any form or divisions; gana and vrata 
and the chariots mentioned in a TS. passage,1 and 
repeated elsewhere, seem to indicate separate divisions.
A certain measure of orderliness is again suggested hy
2
the mention of the lines of enemies; of thought and 
design in the context of warfare, of those who come 
to fight, having made their ensigns, in troops;^- and of
5
the armies of enemies going conquered in troops. The
Sama Veda possibly refers to some kind of a battle
6 *7formation through the word yuktesu. And banners,
presumably, point to the same conclusion. The troop-
Q
leaders were the gramanl, the ganapati. and the
Q
vratapatl. The gramani came from the ranks of the 
people (vlsah).
The more well-to-do among the foot-soldiers may 
have used articles of armour and protection.'*' The how
1 . TS.IV.5.U.1.
2. AV.XI.10.20, amitranamamuh sicah; of. XI.9.8.
3. Ibid., XI.9.1.
k. Ibid., VI.103.3.
5. Ibid., V.21.9; cf. III.1.6.
6. SV.I.IV.1.5.6.
7. AV.V.21.12; XIX.13.11; TS.IV.6.U.3.
8. AV.III.5.7.
9. TS.IV.5.U.1.
10. ks.viii.U; XV.U; KS.1.6.5; tb.i.i.U.8; 7.3U; SB.v.3.1.5.
11. AV.VII.118.1; TS.IV.6.U.5; VS.XXIX.38.
and arrow was still the hest "beloved of all the weapons 
of offence and defence • Says the Atharva Veda:^~
’Dispersing from us let the shafts fly, those 
that are hurled and that are to he hurled;
ye divine arrows of men, pierce my enemies,1
And the Taittiriya Samhita:^
’By the how cows, hy the how the contest may we win,
hy the how dread battles may we win;
the how doth work displeasure to the foe; 
hy the how let us win in all the quarters.’
The other weapons used were swords (asi), axes (para&u),^
U 5and spears. Snares, nets and traps are also mentioned.
The smoke of burning putrid rope was used to strike terror
into the enemies’ hearts. An awful smell, added to the
fear of a wild fire, perhaps turned the enemy hack. The
warriors were asked to don their armour and hold their
7
flags in readiness for a fight;' the war drum shouted
Q
as the herald of victory.
Q
The desire to kill, to give no quarter and ask for
1. AV.I.19.2; cf. VI.66.2; XI.9.1.
2. TS.IV.6.6.1; cf. IV.6.U.3.
3. AV.XI.9.1; cf. TS.IV.5.3.1.
U. TS.IV.5.11.2.
5. AV.VIII.8.5,7; VIII.8.18.
6. Ibid., VIII.8.2.
7. Ibid., IX.10.1, uttisthata sam nahyadhvam udarah 
ketubhih saha.
8. Ibid., $.20.9.
9. Ibid., VIII.8.1.
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none, animated the heart of every fierce warrior; for, 
then, the victor did not have to fear the vengeance of 
the defeated. Indeed, the carnage must have been great, 
and the infantry must have home the brunt of it; the 
poet does not shudder at the sight of the battlefield, 
bestrewn with corpses, a place of feasting for vultures 
and beasts.'1' This implacable hatred of the foe is best 
illustrated in the grim verse:
'Let ravens and strong pinioned 
birds pursue them; yea, let 
that army be the food of vulturesT
o
Indra, let none escape .... 1
That the infantry was invariably rated below the 
chariotry in an encounter is proved by the reference to 
Agni conquering opponents as a combatant on a chariot 
overcomes men fighting on foot.-'* But there were other 
uses for the foot-soldiers, even away from the field of 
battle; they guarded the paths and fords with spears
kand weapons.
Even though the people still fought as the need 
arose, and the infantry in particular represented their
1. AV.XI.9.9.
2. SV.II.IX.3.6.1.
3. AV.VII.62.1.
k. TS.IV.3.11.1,2.
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strength, the backbone of the armies was formed by the 
warrior community, who had by this time arrogated to 
themselves the right to protect as to rule. Fighting 
was their profession, and the defence of the people 
their obligation. The masses began to be averse to war. 
The Atharva Veda pictures a happy family under the benign 
rule of king Pariksit. ’Mounting his throne, Pariksit, 
best of all, has given us peace and r e s t , s a y s  the 
husband to his wife. While the king performed the 
imperial sacrifices,and there was victory and 
territorial agglomeration abroad, the common people 
enjoyed a measure of peace and rest they had not
known before. An increasing tendency to follow
peaceful avocations as opposed to the perils of a 
warrior’s life appears here to be in evidence. Functions 
tended to be hereditary and thus conducive to the 
growth of classes that solidified into castes as the 
years passed.
The pursuit of peaceful tasks did not, however,
entirely damp the military ardour of the people. The
Brahmanas still affirm their inclusion in the ranks of
the army. Tney could even rise against the oppressions
2
of the nobility and smite the lordly power. A passage
1. AV.XX.127.7-10.
2. AB.III.19; cf. PB.II.lO.h.
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of the £atapatha Brahmana speaks of a refractory peasantry
1 2 as equal to the nobility. The people of the gods,
the Maruts, are the most numerous in their army. Indra
calls on them saying, fDo you join me, so that with you
as my force, I may smite Vptra.1^  Elsewhere, Indra
and Agni represent the ksatra, and the All-gods the vis;
Uwherever ksatra conquers, vis is allowed to share.
It may he that in some cases the Brahmanas look 
hack to the past, for the opposite view is also not far 
to seek* We are told that the peasantry is less 
powerful than the nohility, and unlike the latter in 
its thought and speech. The people are devoid of 
energy, and hence likened to the female, the symbol of 
f^gilty. The peasant, according to a passage of the 
Paficavim^a Brahmana, is lived upon hy his superiors; he 
is rich in cattle.^ There is no reference here to his 
participation in war. Commoners, however, continued to 
serve in the army till much later, despite the growing 
specialisation of functions; they were probably fewer 
than before, but still many, and by far the largest
1 . Sb.X.U.3.22; cf. II.5.2.3U.
2. Ibid., II.5.2.27; II.5.2.3U.
3. Ibid., IV.3.3.6,7.
U. Ibid., II,k.3.6.
5. Ibid., VIII.7.2.3.
6. Ibid., 11.5.2.36.
7. PB.VI.1.10.
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part of the infantry.
That the army was not a mere rabble without any 
attempt at order and organisation, is again suggested by 
various passages. Agni goes to battle in three rows, 
and the Asuras are in three columns.'1' Another passage 
refers to the Asuras beaten off on the north, running
n
round to the front in battle array (anlka)• " The
Satapatha Brahmana speaks of aggressive armies,
onrushing with drawn up lines.
The Aitare.ya Brahmana^ indicates that night
attacks and surprises were rampant, and the infantry
must have doubtless played a major part in such
engagements. The army should always keep alert and
5
awake, if the enemy is awake* Ordinarily, however, 
a troop of men rested for a day and night, if they had 
journeyed for a day and night. The infantry played an 
indispensable, if subordinate^, role in early and later 
Vedic warfare. The superiority of the mounted warrior, 
and of the charioteer in particular, was still
1. AB.III.39, tri^renirbhutva tr.yanlko *suran 
yuddhamupaprayad ....
2. Ibid., VI.Ii/ purastatparyadravantsamanikataste ••••
3. SB.VI.6.3.10. Armies are mentioned in KB.XXVIII.6;
SB.VIII.6.1.16; IX.1 .1 .18.
A. AB.VIII.28.
3. Ibid.
6. SB. VI.7.U.10.
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■unquestionable. Says the Satapatha: ’... whatever turns
away from the warrior (ra.janya), that he overtakes with 
his chariot.T
1 -  -  2Indra took soma, and the ra.janya sura; the
foot-soldier must have had his dose of intoxicating
beverages to boost his morale and whip up his courage.
h
The Nikayas^ and the Vinaya alike refer to the 
infantry as part of the army. Ever loyal and alert to 
the command of the ruler, the four divisions of the 
forces remained the main instrument of his power and 
authority.^ Thus the army had a measure of stability 
and permanence, as also implied by another reference.
That people from the various ranks of society occasionally 
fought or even chose a soldierfs career, is demonstrated 
by an interesting dialogue between the Buddha and king 
Pasenadi of Kosala.^ The Buddha asks him whether, while 
at war, he would employ a noble youth (khattiya kumaro), 
untrained and unskilled, unpractised and undrilled, timid 
and trembling, affrighted and sure to fly from the
1 . SB. I.6.U.7.
2. Ibid., XII. 8.1.6.
3. Majjhima, III.pp.173,17U,176; Samyutta, 1.73* pattika.yo, 
83,81*; AAguttara, III, pp. 151, 157-158, 161-162, 397,
e tc
h. Vinaya, I, 2kl,3k2; 11,182; IV.105.
5* AAguttara, III, p.151.
6. Ibid., Ill, 369.
7. Saiiyutta, I, 98ff.
press of battle.^- fNoT, says Pasenadi „ Would he accept 
such a man if he were a "brahmana. or the son of a merchant 
or labourer? fNof, says the king once again. What would 
then his opinion he if, irrespective of class, the youth 
were trained and skilled, expert and practised, drilled 
and hold, of steady nerve and undismayed, and incapable 
of cowardly flight? Pasenadi would gladly accept any 
man of such qualifications. We may reasonably infer 
that the main body of the infantry still depended on 
the people in general for its recruitment as well as for 
its numerical superiority over the other divisions of the 
army. Hereditary vocations, though, were manifestly on
the increase. The asibandhakaputta of the Sarfi.yutta
2Nikaya seems to represent the community of mercenary 
foot-soldiers; a section of the people showed a 
predilection for the hazards of war, formed into a 
group in a given locality, and bequeathed to their 
children property and profession.
Yet another point arising out of the Buddha- 
Pasenadi dialogue is the evidence it gives on the 
training and discipline of the warrior. Soldiers must 
have usually had a training in conformity with the
1, Samyutta, I, 98ff, atha agaccheyya khattiya-kumaro 
asikkhito akata-hattho akata-yoggo akat-upasano bhiru 
chambhi utrasi palayI,
2. Ibid., IV. filk. A1 so see below, pp.1 2 . 5 •
3\t,
standards of the time, in the handling of weapons and 
developing the right temperament in the face of danger. 
Sham fights were organised; the army was disposed in 
arrays of battle and reviewed.1 There is an interesting 
reference to a fourfold army standing on level ground,
arrayed and armoured, for the ceremony of the washing
2
of the swords. The Vinaya refers to infantrymen with
~z
arrows in their hands (sarahattha). But other weapons 
were also used.
Drill and discipline, and the formations of 
battle enable men to hold out longer under pressure and 
subordinate fear to the sense of duty. The essential 
man, however, remains lonely at heart and instinctively 
afraid of real danger. So the Buddha says that one 
warrior may lose heart at the cloud of dust, another at 
the uplifted standard; the third at the tumult and the 
fourth at the conflict; but the fifth goes forth to 
victory
1 . Vinaya, IV.107, uyyodhika, balagga, senab.yuha, 
anikadassana.
2. Ibid., T, 3^2. The pregnant wife of the Kosala king 
expresses a desire to drink at the washing of the 
swords. That such water eased obstructed delivery 
according to popular belief, is attested by authorities 
in India as well as Europe. See I.B.Horner, SBB., 
vol.XIV, p.U90, n.U.
3. Ibid., IV, 105, 107-108. 
ko Ahguttara, III, 89,90.
In size, if not in importance, the infantry looms 
large in the Epic story; the mass fills the canvas of 
poetic imagination and provides the hulk of the ornate 
yet ineffectual arrays as an apposite setting for the 
exploits of the chariotry. A chariot and an elephant, 
three horses and five foot-soldiers together form a 
patti; three pattis make a senamukha, three senamukhas 
a gulma, three gulmas a gana, three ganas a vahinl, 
three vahinis a prtana, three prtanas a camu, three 
camus an anlkinl, and ten anikinis constitute an 
aksauhdnl.1 Elsewhere, we are told that 500 chariots, 
and as many elephants, (1500 horses and 2500 foot-
o
soldiers) form a sena (army). Another verse assigns 
ten elephants to every chariot, ten horses to every 
elephant, and ten foot-soldiers to every horse. Yet 
another speaks of a force in reserve to repair broken 
ranks, consisting of chariots, to each of which were 
assigned fifty elephants, to each elephant a hundred 
horses, and to each horse as many as seven foot- 
soldiers.^ Some of these impossible figures perpetrate 
an outrage on easy credulity; the relative equations of 
the different arms and their artificial arrangement are
1 . Mbh.1.2.15-18.
2. Ibid., 5.152.21.
3. Ibid., 5.152.19.
U. Ibid., 5.152.20, bhirinasandhanakariftah.
alike "belied "by the dispositions of battle as elsewhere 
described in the Epic; but significant, despite the 
contradictions, remains the numerical superiority of 
the infantry. This superiority is pathetically matched 
by their inability to tip the scales of victory. They 
serve only as fodder in the holocaust of war, to 
applaud a hero’s deeds and lament another’s fall.
Nevertheless, the art of fighting on foot was an 
obligatory part of military education which even a 
charioted knight could ignore at his own peril. Thus, 
Drona teaches Arjuna how to fight on the bare ground.1 
And so must all the princes learn from their teacher. 
King Duhsanta of old was skilled in the four modes of
p
mace-fight; and Bhlma and Duryodhana decide the fate 
of the kingdom in a duel with the mace.^ The a^l.ya 
parva describes their fight and manoeuvres like the 
kau^ika or jumping up, yamaka or turns to the right and 
left, and gomutraka or zigzag movements.^ All the
charioted knights carried swords and shields which they
5
used if they were deprived of their cars; Nakula is
1. Mbh.l.123*7•
2. Ibid., 1.62.12; also see p?zo2.~3.
3. Ibid., 1.1.152.
k. Ibid., 9.55.ff.; 57*l6,ff. Cal. Ed.
5. Seepp. n-4-. 95,
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1
praised as a consummate swordsman. Wrestling was 
developed to the pitch of the modern fr-ee-style with
no holds barred. Bhimafs marathon hout with Jarasandha
2
is well known; he whirls Jarasandha round a hundred 
times and throws him down with a fatal force to win a 
gruelling duel. Again, Bhlma breaks a raksasa in two 
hy applying the 'bow-and-arrow’ hold,^ and kills another 
hy giving him the ’aeroplane spin’ and hurling him 
down with a terrific thud. Even Arjuna is a great 
wrestler, as we learn from the account of his fight with 
the Kirata.^
The might of the heroes and the poet's partiality 
notwithstanding, the importance of the foot-soldiers 
is revealed hy the fact that they form part of a 
regularly paid military organisation,"^ and are often
Q
paid in advance before they march. Bhlsma speaks of
1 . Mbh.3.255.10.
2. Ibid., 2.21.17ff.
3. Ibid., 2.22.6. For wrestling in the ancient world, see
H.WoFoSaggs, The Greatness that was Babylon, p.393; 
pl.51B.
1+. Mbh. 1.151.22.23. The ’Bow-and-arrow’ hold, practised 
in present day American free-style wrestling, answers 
the description of the text.
5 . Ibid., 3*12.59* ’Aeroplane spin', also a modern term, 
corresponds with the textual description.
6. Ibid., 3.1+O.U3*
7. Ibid., 3.16.21,22; 12.1+1.11; cf. 2.5.36,39; Ramayana, 
Ayodhya, 100.32,33*
8. Mbh. 2.5 • 1+8.
mercenaries as well as irregulars, and their functions, 
arrangement and withdrawal from the field of battle.1 
Dhrtarastra describes the qualities of his soldiers, 
neither very young nor very old, neither lean nor fat,
free from drunkenness and lechery, and efficient and
2
devoted to their masters. They take all kinds of
armed exercises, and march and retreat in order. Duly
examined, they are duly paid. And, what is more, they
are not recruited for the sake of lineage cr favour,
or connections of birth and blood.^ I'hus, the ranks
of the infantry were filled in particular by people of
ordinary and sometimes low extraction.
The equipment of the infantry included arms as
well as armour. Bows and arrows, swords and shields,
javelins and lances, axes and pikes, clubs and maces,
5
were all pressed into service. It seems that the 
archers did not carry any shields, as their hands were 
already full, with their bows and arrows. The 
sculptures of Bharut and Sanchi furnish the earliest 
visual evidence of a foot-soldierTs equipment in ancient 
India, and depict swordsmen and javelin-bearers carrying
1 . Iwbh.5.l62.8ff., bhrtanapyabhrtanstatha
2. Ibid., 6.72.Iff. #
3. Ibid., 6.72.7-9> pariksya ca yathan.yayam 
vet anenop ap ad i t am.
k. Ibid. 6.72.10.
5. Ibid., 5.197.17; 6.18.17; 6.Uk.13-15; 6.53.13.
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shields, hut the archers without them.1 Soldiers from
a hilly country, according to an Epic passage, fought
2
with stones as missiles.^ Some of the infantrymen 
carried conches, drums, cymhals, horns and such other
-7
musical instruments.''*
Various verses suggest a marching order in 
divisions,^ and the battle arrays are meticulously 
formed before the commencement of the day's fight. 
Superior, middling and inferior troops are placed 
respectively in the van, centre and the rear of an 
army.^ Names and badges are given to the bodies of 
troops for purposes of recognition during the course 
of a battle.^ The bulk of the infantry fight 
together, except a few who support the chariots as
Q
padanugas and anucaras in small bodies, and a few
a
others who similarly support the elephants. Despite 
the accent on size, the Epic tells us in one place 
that strength in numbers is never the cause of victory,
1. Maisey, Sanchi and Its Remains, London, 1892, pi.XX; 
Cunningham, The Stupa of Bharhut, London, 1879# pi.XXXII.
2. Mbh.7•97•29ff•
3. Ibid., 6.1.15; 6.23.13; 7.38.30.
Ibid., k.29.15,2k; 6.18.17.
5. Ibid., 5.160.27# yukta tisthat.vanik ini ; 6.22.1,2,etc.
6. Ibid., 5.152.2.
7. Ibid., 6.1.12, abhijfianani sarvesam samjfia^cabharanani ca.
8. See p. 93*
9. See p. 154 and n 9 •
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which depends on luck and c h a n c e T h e  authority of
Brhaspati is invoked to advise that the few must he
made to fight hy condensing them into a deep formation,
2
while the many may he extended according to pleasure.
All the care and circumspection bestowed on the 
elaborate arrays of battle, however, proves unavailing, 
if the poet is to he believed; order vanishes and 
confusion prevails no sooner than a fight is joined. 
Weapons as well as fists are used,^ and the wails and 
shrieks of bleeding humanity rend the air.^ The code of 
morality goes unheeded in the passage of arms; the foot- 
soldiers fight the other divisions of the opposing army 
as well as opponents of their own kind, A thick 
dust adds darkness to misery; but the battle rages 
unabated; the combatants guess and strike, guided by 
the watchwords, names and tribal distinctions of the 
contending forces. Soldiers are pierced by javelins 
and cut asunder by axes, trodden by elephants and 
trampled by horses; the wounded moan and the parched 
throats cry out for water.^
1 . Mbh.6.U.35.
2. Ibid., 6.19.U.
3. Ibid., 1.17.16.
k. Ibid.,
5. Ibid., 6.53.lUff.
6. Ibid., 6.53*5*6, anumanena sarftjhabhir nainagotraisca 
sarn.yuge; cf. 4. 31.2^; 6.U2.28,29.
7. Ibid., 6.UU.3Uff.
Twice in the Spic, we come across battles at night. 
In the Virata parva, dust and darkness stop the fight; 
the moon rises and the soldiers fight once more, hardly 
able to distinguish a friend from foe.1 And in the
Drona parva, foot -soldiers carry blazing torches at
2
night, while others fight on. The weary soldiers 
desist and rest when it gets very dark, only to resume
-I,
the struggle with moonrise. The Ramayana also describes
the monkeys and the raksasas grappling in the dark; they
ask each other’s identity before dealing their blows.^
Never does the foot-soldier influence the outcome
of a battle. His blood only helps the narrator conjure
up a picture of gruesome horror. The knight in his
chariot sends him flying. In the Aranyaka parva, a
panic-stricken infantry implores the Pandavas for
5
mercy before a blow has been dealt or received.
Warriors like Bhisma and Arjuna, Drona and Karna, and 
many more, slaughter and scatter the foot-soldiers like 
leaves in the wind. The Pandava army broken by 
Bhisma rallies to the fight when Arjuna advances
1. Mbh. 4. 32.1-3.
2. Ibid., 7.138.12,24.
3. Ibid., 7.159.22ff.
4. Ram. yuddha, 44.
5. Mbh.3.254.21.
6. Ibid., 6,U8.8ff.; 6.102.24,25; 6.55.78,79; 7.6.41; 
7.64.59,60; 7.148.19. Whole armies are routed by 
these heroes.
against the old warrior.1 This is typical of the infantry
on various occasions, against different warriors. Not
infrequently, they merely watch the progress of an
2
encounter between two great heroes. Once or twice, 
however, the army fights on, unwavering and steadfast, 
regardless of the heroes and their might; not one 
soldier shows his hack to his adversaries.
If a mishap overtakes the king or the commander, 
the army, including the infantry, take to their heels.
In the Virata parva, Virata’s capture signals the 
flight of the Matsyas;^4 and the Trigartas flee when 
Bhima seizes their ruler. Elsewhere, the fainting 
Duryodhana is taken away hy his charioteer for a while, 
which is enough to start a rout of his forces. And 
when a great warrior or commander is slain, the army 
flies and does not look hack. Drona actually stops 
the hattle hy order when Bhisma falls, and the party
Q
opposite follow suit. The mass of the infantry has 
no individuality; their cause is synonymous with their
1. Mbh. 6.102.39; cf. 6.55.U8.
2. cf. Ram. yuddha, 109.Iff.
3. Mbh.7.70.33,3k; cf. 6.53.2,3*
k. Ibid., k .32.8-10.
5. Ibid., U.32.33*
6 . Ibid., 6.5k.16-18.
7. Ibid., 6.115.20ff.; 7.U8.32; 7.165.55; 9.16.65; 
9.17.38;
8. Ibid., 6.115.25,26. Compare the story of Ahab in the 
Bible, 1st.Book of Kings, ch.22, vs.3U,36.
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master; and for him they gladly give up their lives.
The tragedy of the routs of mighty armies consequent 
on the death or disappearance of the king or commander, 
is a commonplace of past Indian history; the old Epic 
only provides a foretaste of so much misery to follow.
But shall we Believe all the Epic accounts of the 
heroic supermen routing large armies? Shall we Believe 
the descriptions of the utter disorder and disarray of 
the Battlefield, as opposed to the pictures of 
fastidiously arrayed troop formations? With the 
confusion and medley of combatants, there would Be 
mutual extermination, But there would Be no victors.
How would one side recognise the other? Names and 
shouts would not Be any sure guide. Is it possible 
to conceive of two mixed masses of men, where everyone 
fighting in front can Be struck with impunity from the 
side or from Behind? Victory would then Belong only 
to the survivors; for, in the confusion, no one would 
know where to flee. The imagination of the poet 
created the melee.1 And yet there is too much stress 
on the personal Bravery of the commander and the 
principal heroes to Be accordant with the unity of the
1. In ancient Battles, demoralisation and flight Began
in the rear ranks. See Ardant Du Picq, Battle Studies, 
pp.85-90.
army as an instrument of planned and concerted action. 
Reliance on numbers rather than tactics spelt defeat 
on many an occasion in India’s chequered past.
We cannot, however, forget that the infantry must 
have been the decisive arm when the sheer weight of 
numbers told, as it sometimes did. Also, the foot- 
soldiers fought where the other divisions of the army 
failed, in forests, and hilly and inaccessible regions.
The archers amongst them were formidable propositions 
in battle, as the Greeks under Alexander learnt to 
their cost. Ports were besieged and stormed, as well 
as defended by infantrymen; they reigned supreme in 
that sphere of war. Besides, they helped reconnoitre 
the enemy territory, as the Ramayana testifies,1 and 
also formed the body-guards of kings. In the Sabha parva, 
Narada asks Yudhi^thira if soldiers, dressed in red and 
armed with swords, stand around him to protect his 
person.2
1 .Ram.yuddha, 4*106.
2. Mbh.2.5*77.
CHAPTER II
Chariots
'The discovery of rotary motion and its application 
to vehicular transport, through the invention of the wheel 
around the end of the fourth millennium B.C., wrought a 
revolution in peace and war. The strength of oxen, horses 
and asses added to the wheel provided man with means of 
communication that were not superseded till the nineteenth 
century. Chariots in war decided the fate of nations in 
antiquity; the incredibly fast engines of destruction 
reduced opposition to a farce; the knight in his car 
became equal to an army.
The available evidence points to the Sumerians as 
the first inventors of the wheeled vehicle as early as 
Uruk times.1 Light chariots drawn by asses and oxen, with 
two solid wheels and high fronts, are depicted on ’Scarlet
p
Ware’ vessels of E.Dd. date. Pour wheeled wagons were 
found in tombs of the Y cemetery at Kish.^ And the Early 
Dynastic models, carvings, paintings and mosaics illustrate 
vehicles of a similar type/[ All of them ran on solid
1. Childe, New Light on the Most Ancient East, p.239.
2. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.274.
3. Childe, loc.cit., p.149.
4. Ibid., p.150, fig.84; pi.XXIV,a.
wheels fashioned out of three planks held together hy 
wooden stouts and perhaps also hy leather tyres secured hy 
copper nail Sc1 The wheels turned in one piece with the 
axle attached hy leather thongs or copper holts to the
p
vehicle’s body; and one animal on each side pulled on 
the yoke that was fixed to the pole. When more than two 
draught animals were yoked on each side, the outer ones
■Z
pulled on their neighbours’ collars.
The civilization of the Indus was fully cognizant 
of the wheeled vehicle; toy-carts were found at
I . r ^
Mohenjodaro, Harappa-^ and Chanhudaro; some of these 
look like the modern Sindhi cart and other North Indian 
types. A copper chariot from Harapp& appears to have 
heen the lineal ancestor of the present day ekka. The 
model of a four-wheeled wagon from Chanhudaro with a 
high dashboard reminds one of the Sumerian chariot.
1. Childe, New Light on the Most Ancient East, p.lU9*
2. Ibid., pp.lU9-150; Woolley, Ur Excavations,ii, The 
Royal Cemetery, pp.6U,108,
3. Frankfort, More Sculpture, OIP., lx,19^3> P«13*
U. Marshall, Mohenjodaro and the Indus Civilization,
vol.II, p.55U, pls.CXXXI,38; CLIV,7,10,11.
3. M.ScVats, Excavations at Harappa, vol.I, p.U51; 
vol.II, pl.CXX,l-9.
6. Mackay, Chanhudaro, pl.LVIII; compare Mesopotamian
toy carts illustrated in Armas Salonen’s Die Landfahrzeuge 
des Alten Mesopotamien, pls.X, XI, XV, etc.
7. Vats, loc.cit., II, pl.CXXV, 35.
The wheels in India were made of three solid planks as in
Sumer and Elam, which has led scholars to conclude that
the knowledge of the wheeled vehicle was derived from 
2
Sumer, This may well he so, if we must assume such an 
orderly lineal development and diffusion from only one 
centre. And we are aware of the close contacts of the 
Indus people with Sumer; the Indus merchants may even 
have had a colony in some Sumerian city, and thus 
furnished a living link between the two cultures. One 
wonders, then, why the Indians did not yoke the ass and 
possibly also the horse to their carts and vehicles - the 
humped ox is the only positively attested draught animal;
1. Childe, New Light on the Most Ancient East, p.176.
2. Ibid., p.239; Mackay in Marshall’s Mohenjodaro and the 
Indus Civilization, II, p.555* The chariots on the Ur 
’Standard’ have solid wheels made of two half-discs 
dowelled together against the hub, and not made of three 
planks of wood. Why did the Indus people not borrow the 
shaft-hole axe of Sumer together with the technique of 
wheel-construction? One would expect that the two 
would have been taken together, as the axe-adze would 
help fashion the wheel. Further, if the Tell-Halaf 
representation is taken as one of a wheeled vehicle,
the Sumerians may not be entitled to the credit of 
inventing the wheel. Dr. H.W.F.Saggs of the SeO.A.S., 
thinks that Sumer is perhaps the ideal place for the 
sledge and not the wheel; the slightest rainfall 
provides a perfect sliding surface for the former, 
which must have been turned to account in antiquity. 
Presumably, the wheel was first invented in the 
gravel-plain of Tell-Halaf.
3. Childe, loc.cit., pp.169-170.
- example is said to be better than precept. And the 
ekka-like model from Harappd is just the suitable vehicle 
for the equids. We may note here that at Lothal,^ a solid 
wheel of a toy-chariot in alabaster carved with geometric 
and other designs, and three terra-cotta horses have been 
found; it appears that horses were yoked to the chariots. 
There is no proof, however, that the people of the Indus 
or Lothal ever made use of the wheeled vehicle as an 
instrument of war.
The idea was apparently first seized on by the 
Sumerians; and from them it spread to their enemies. The 
famous 1 Standardf from the royal tombs of Ur shows the
war-chariots of Sumer in vivid detail. The wheels are
2
solid; each chariot appears to have four, and is drawn 
by a pair of asses. Two men ride in every chariot; one of 
them drives the asses while the other is the warrior who 
hurls javelins, four of which are kept in a quiver tied 
to the front of the car. The Sumerian war-chariot was a 
clumsy vehicle and extremely costly; the asses yoked were
1. A. Ghosh, Indian Archaeology 1959-60 -A Review, p.18; 
pis. XVB and XVE.
2. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.27U, cites the authority 
of Sidney Smith to state that the wheels are actually 
two, and not four as ordinarily understood, this being 
fthe result of a curious Picasso-like technique of 
representing frontal and lateral views of the same 
object in one convention.T See Childe, New Light on 
the Most Ancient East, p.151.
3. Woolley, Ur of the Chaldees, p.66.
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controlled by reins attached to copper rings passing through 
their upper lips,1 and were specially trained to put up 
with the strangling harness that had heen originally 
devised for the hroad-shouldered oxen. A "breast-band 
across the animals’ throats transmitted their tractive 
power to the yoke; the poor beasts choked themselves as 
they pulled. The harness went wherever the chariot did,
and was not reformed until the invention of the horse-
2
collar in the 9th century A.D.
The Assyrians of Cappadocia used chariots of the 
old Sumerian type with four wheels and horses. Sidney 
Smith^ published a seal in the British Museum depicting 
a chariot or wagon with four wheels and four horses. But 
the light horse-drawn chariot with spoked wheels marked 
the beginning of a new epoch and appeared more or less 
simultaneously (around 1600-1500 B.C.) in Kassite 
Babylonia, 18th Dynasty Egypt, in the new kingdom of the
1. Andre Parrot, Syria, XVI, 1935* p.136.
2. Childe, What Happened in History, p.83. But a sculptured 
torana architrave of the 1st century B.C., from 
Mathura, now in the Lucknow Museum, seems to suggest 
the beginnings of the horse-collar beside the yoke
at a much earlier date. See Bachhofer, Early Indian 
Sculpture, II, pi.72, Bottom.
3. Sidney Smith, Early History of Assyria, pi.VII, fig.b.
1
Mitanni, and in India. The Aryans had borrowed the idea 
from the Sumerians around 2000 B.C., invented the spokes, 
done away with two of the four wheels, and substituted 
the horse for the ass. And the chariot thus improved 
posed a threat to the security of peoples; speed and 
shock became the watchwords of victory. The archives of 
Boghaz-Kdy yielded a work in four tablets by a Mitannian 
called Kikkuli on the training and acclimatization of 
horses, which helps us to trace the origin of this 
important development. It contains technical terms in a 
language that is very close to Sanskrit; we are at once
reminded that the Mitanni also worshipped the Indo-Aryan
2
gods Indra, Mitra, Varuna, and the Nasatya twins. Their 
personal names too point in the same direction. Gurney 
concludes that Tthis Aryan clan, moving westwards, brought 
with them their special knowledge of horse-breeding, and 
that it was from them that the art was learnt by the 
peoples of Western A s i a . T h e  Hittite and the 
Egyptian chariots had six-spoked wheels; but while the
1. Gurney, The Hittites, p.lOU. It made its appearance in
Greece before 1500 B.C., and in Crete about 11+50 B.C.,
according to Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.27U.
2. Paul Thieme, Aryan Gods of the Mitanni Treaties,
JAOS, vol.80, no.U, Dec., I960, pp.301 ff.
3. Gurney, The Hittites, p.105. The names of Indian
deities as an element in the names of the Kassite
rulers of Babylonia may be significant in this 
connection. We know that the Kassites had an otherwise 
different language.
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latter held two men, the driver and the fighter, the 
former carried three with specific functions of offence 
and defence.1 The lance and the how were the chief 
weapons of offence. The warrior on the chariot was 
essentially a mighty "bowman.
The dust and rumhle of their chariots preceded the 
footsteps of the Aryan invaders on the Indian soil. With 
his ’all-outstripping chariot wheel ’, Indra reduced 
kings and their castles; the enemy was too startled to 
resist, too weak to cope with the shattering force of the 
new arm. As their chariots rolled onwards, their poets 
were not slow to praise the great leveller of the foe. 
Numberless verses sing the glories of the chariot and 
mention its various parts. Indeed, the descriptions are 
detailed almost to a fault; for though we can reconstruct 
a fairly trustworthy picture of the Aryan chariot, we 
may not "be able to explain many of the impressive array
of words denoting the different parts of the vehicle.
■5
The Rgvedic chariot, called ratha, was a two-wheeled
1. Gurney, The Hittites, pp.105-106.
2. RV., 1.53.9.
3. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.276, points out that ratha 
is an Indo-iluropean word for ’wheel ’; the words for 
axle, nave and yoke are likewise common to the whole 
language group.
vehicle.1 The Rgveda, however, describes the car of the
2Asvins huilt by the Rbhus, as having three wheels and as 
triple in some other parts of its construction. This 
chariot was in all probability a figment of imagination; 
the wheels as well as the accompanying sets of three seem 
to have had some symbolical significance.^
The word ko£a denoted the box of the chariot, which 
must have been, like its West Asian, Mycenaean and 
Egyptian counterparts, a closed vehicle. The box was 
presumably made of wickerwork as in the Aegean and Celtic 
chariots, or of leather on a light wooden framework as in
jr 6
Egypt. It was fixed on a wooden axle (aksa) , fastened
1. RV.VIII.5.29; Cf. CH U.,IV.16.5; JUB.III.16.7; Kausltaki 
Up.I.U; Vedic Index,II,p.201; Hopkins, JA0S,13,p.235•
2. RV o X •39.12.
3! Ibid!, I.3U.2,9; I.U7.2; 1.118.1,2; 1.157.3; VII.71.U;
x.Ui.i.
U. The use of the vehicle is confined only to the Alvins 
even in the Rgveda. There is no archaeological 
corroboration of its existence anywhere in or outside 
India. Cf. Zimmer, AL., p.viii. But Weber, Macdonell 
and Keith, and Hopkins believed that the three-wheeled 
chariot of the Asvins represented a real form in 
human use. See Vedic Index, II, p.201; Hopkins, JA0S,13> 
p.235.
5. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.276.
6. The axle made of aratu wood is mentioned in RV.VIII. 
U6.27. Cf. Zimmer, Ai.,p.2U7>n. RV.VIII,5.29 has 
akso hiranyayah; it may not, however, denote an axle 
of metal.*
by straps of cowhide. The wheels were fixed to the ends 
of the axle projecting free of the vehicle's body on
each side, and secured by linch-pins1 on their outer
2
faces. The axle, according to Piggott, ' was fixed 
centrally to the chariot-floor, as in Mycenaean and 
earlier reliefs from Malatya in Asia Minor and Iron-Age 
Europe. The wheels had metal tyres, besides a felly 
(pradhi), spokes (ara),^ and a nave (nabh.ya). The rim and
the felly together were called nemi. The hole in the nave
was called kha. The number of spokes in a wheel is 
nowhere specified. Mycenaean, Egyptian and early Hittite 
chariot wheels had four; later Hittite and Assyrian
wheels had six to eight; while Homeric chariots had
eight spokes. The Vedic chariot wheel seems to have had 
four to eight spokes; more might have been added at a 
later date. The felloe of the wheel might have been 
occasionally a single piece bent into circular shape as
1. It is not certain whether ani stands for the linch-pin 
or the end of the axle. The*use of linch-pins is 
common to the Celtic and Egyptian chariots.
2. Piggott, loc.cit., p.277» Later Assyrian coach-builders 
moved the axle to the back of the body.
3. The word pavi denotes the rim of the wheel. RV.I.180.1 
describes the Asvins' car with hiranyaya vaift pavayah.
Cf. &B.V.U.3«l6; Piggott, loc.cit.,*p.278.
k. Ara, cf. RV.I.32.15; I.lUl.9; V.13.6; V.58.5; VIII.20.1U; 
VIII.77.3; X.78.U; KS.X.U, etc.
«J (J
attested by a Rgvedic simile.^ A wheel thus made must
have required more than four spokes.
A central pole projected forwards from the bottom
of the chariot, and its end was passed through a hole 
2 3(kha, tardman ) in the yoke. This pole rose at an 
angle with the chariot floor, usually in a curve, but 
perhaps sometimes also in a straight line. A stout pin 
(samya) or bolt was provided through the chariot pole,
Ll
against which the yoke was tied with straps of leather. 
The yoke (.vuga) was laid across the necks of the horses 
on either side of the pole; they were tied by the neck, 
and at the shoulder, perhaps by traces fastened to a 
bar of wood at right angles to the pole. Two horses 
were usually yoked to a chariot, but even three or four
1. RV.VII.32.20, ... nemim tasteva sudravaifi. Piggott, 
Prehistoric India, pp.277-£^6, points out that the 
Celtic chariot wheels were thus made, and the practice 
still survives in Turkestan.
2. RV.VIII.91.75 cf. Vedic Index, II,p.202.
3. AV.XIV.1.U0.
U. RV.III.6.6; V.56.U; X.60.8. Piggott, loc.cit., does 
not mention the hole in the yoke through which the 
pole was passed. The practice survives even today; 
the hole in the yoke and the peg in the pole are 
used to secure the junction of the two.
5. The words ra&ni and ra^ana seem to denote the traces, 
though they also signify the ’reins’ fastened to the 
bit fsipra) in the horse’s mouth. See RV.1.163.2,5;
IV.1.9; VIII.7.8; 1x.87.i5 X.18.11+; x.79.7; x.130.7;
sipra in RV.I.101.10; cf. Vedic Index,II,p.3^0.
6. Van! in RV.I.119.5, presumably signifies the two bars 
of#wood to which the traces were fastened. See Zimmer, 
AL.,p.2*+9; St.Petersb. Die., s.v.; Piggott, op.cit., 
p.279; Vedic Index,II,p.202.
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were not infrequently pressed into service When this 
was done, the horses must have been yoked abreast, though 
occasionally an extra-horse might have been placed in 
front. The practice of yoking horses abreast would 
commend itself more in war, as the broad front would 
wield a greater projectile force, and if horses were used 
one behind the other, an injured horse in front would 
impede the progress of those behind. The Rgveda also
2
attests the use of asses for drawing chariots in war,
which at once reminds us of the early Sumerian
representations. A single horse was sometimes yoked to 
3
a chariot, which was not indeed a military proposition 
of any consequence. The draught-horses, half choked by 
their unsuitable harness, would need special breeding
and long training.
* •» — LThe Sulba Sutra of Apastamba, a text of late date,
specifies the dimensions of the chariot as 188 angulis 
or finger-breadths for the pole, 10k for the axle,
1. Two horses in RV.I.5.U; 1.6.2; three in X.33.5*
Prasti in RV.1.39*6 and VIII.7*28, may mean a third 
horse. Four horses in RV.II.18,1. Dasabhisu occurs 
in RV.X.9U.7, the ten bridles probably pointing to 
five horses yoked to a chariot. Cf.Vedic Index,I,p.29*
2. RV.I.116.2•
3. RV.X.101.11; 131.3.
4. VI.5 .
and 86 for the yoke, Piggott1 adopts a value of i inch
for the ahguli, and arrives at a pole-length of ahout
7 ft, 10 ins., part of which projects heyond the yoke;
an axle-length of ahout U ft. 6 ins., and a yoke-width
of ahout 3 ft. 6 ins. These details more or less agree
with the proportions of chariots known elsewhere from
material evidence, in Egypt and Iron-Age Europe. He
further suggests that the wheel diameter was 2 ft. 6 ins.
2
to 3 ft., on the strength of analogy; the horses 
domesticated in antiquity were perhaps small animals 
like the Przewalski and the Tarpan, and those represented 
in the art of Western Asia. Piggott actually gives a 
hypothetical figure of the Rgvedic chariot huilt on
a U - shaped plan.^ One would perhaps also do well to
U 8look at the Bharhut and Sanchi sculptures of the
ancient Indian chariot. Piggott himself holds that
the coach-builders’ and wheelwrights’ practice was
virtually unchanged for ahout a thousand years over
1 . Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.280.
2. Ibid., p.281.
3. Ibid., p.280, fig.32.
U. Cunningham, The Stupa of Bharhut, 1879, pls.AlII; XXV,4.
3. See Marshall’s ’The Monuments of Sanchi’, vol.II,
pis,XI, middle lintel; XV, bottom lintel; XXIII a, etc. 
See below, p.55, fig.l.
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the wide area "between Britain and I n d i a . I n  a 
country like India where old forms evince a remarkable 
tenacity of life, the Bharhut and Sanchi chariots might 
reasonably hark back to the days of the Aryan advent with
but slight modifications.
2
Two Rgvedic verses refer to the Bhrgus as chariot- 
builders. The Rgveda associates them with the legend of 
the acquisition of fire by the human race. Emil Sieg^ 
thinks that they probably discovered the technique of 
producing fire by the friction of wood. This, however, 
is a matter of doubt and conjecture. But more important, 
the incidental references seem to reveal that they might 
have worked their way up to priesthood from the position 
of wood-workers and handicraftsmen. In primitive 
societies today, as also in the past, smiths and 
carpenters act as religious leaders not infrequently, 
and are credited by superstition with magic and 
supernatural powers. Others must have learnt the art 
as the Bhygus rose to intellectual eminence to disdain
1. Piggott, op.cit., p.281.
2. RV.IV.16.20; X.39*lU.
3. Emil Sieg on Bhrgus in the 'Encyclopaedia of Religion 
and Ethics', vol.II, p.358.
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the job that was originally theirs, and rathakaras 
appear as a functional caste as early as the Atharva Veda.^  
Marvels of the carpentersT skill, and used mainly 
for war, chariots consolidated the authority of the 
chiefs and nobles who could alone afford them, as did 
the knightsT armour in the Middle Ages of Europe. Each 
chariot carried a warrior and his driver. The presence 
of two in a chariot can also be deduced from Rgvedic
verses describing Indra and Vayu as sharing the same
3 U 5car. The warrior called savyestha or savyastha ,
stands on the left, or sits if he pleases on a seat
called garta or vandhura.^  His all-important weapon
1. AV.III.5-6. It may be significant that the carpenters 
of North India persist in calling themselves brahmanas, 
even though a misguided society looks down upon them 
owing to a lamentable derogation of manual work.
2. RV.11.12.8.
3. RV.IV.46.2; IV.48.2; VII.91.5• One cannot but wonder
at the impossible suggestion of Dikshitar, War in Ancient 
India, p.138, that the warrior in his chariot was his 
own driver until the functions of the two were 
separated about the time of the Aitareya Brahmana.
4. TS. I.7.9*1, has savyestha-sarathi, where the warrior 
and charioteer are meant.
5. AV.VIII.8.23.
6 o The Asvins’ chariot has three seats; cf. RV.1.34.9; 
1.47.2; 1.118.1 ; 1.157.3; Vii.71.4, etc. In 1.34.2, 
their chariot is said to have three supports fixed 
in it to lay hold of (trayah skambhasah skabhitasa 
arabhe), which might have secured the rider’s balance 
when the vehicle was at full speed. In X.53.7, a 
chariot with eight seats (astavandhuram) is mentioned. 
Such a cumbrous vehicle could not possibly have any 
military use, except perhaps as a mode of transport, 
if it really existed.
is the how and arrow,1 though he also makes use of
2
spears, swords and daggers, if necessary. On the 
analogy of Middle Eastern evidence and that of later 
Sanskrit literature, quivers containing arrows and 
spears must have heen tied to the hox of the chariot.
The warrior also wears armour. Indra himself is the
U 5fgolden-helmeted hero1. He is the "best of charioteers;
none has surpassed him in his might; and none has with
good steeds overtaken him. His triumphant chariot
rolls on, crushing everything in its way; foremost in
6 7the fight, on his car he wins treasures. The
Maruts are also sometimes shown as riding in chariots
with breastplates, armlets and wreaths, and hows and
o
arrows. Another verse refers to the bright red mares
9
yoked to their chariot.
1 . Cf. RV.VI.755 A3.VII.19.2.
2. See the chapter on Arms and Armour. Cf. RV.V.57.2.
3. RV.VI.75.1.
k. RV.VI,29.6, hiri£iprah; cf. Monier Williams Die., s.v., 
£ipra.
5. RV.I.8U.6.
6 . RV.V.35.7; 1.102.9.
7. Ibid., I.100.10.
8. Ibid., V.53.U.
9. Ibid., V.5&.6. It is sometimes assumed from these 
stray references to draught mares that they were 
preferred for the purpose. We may perhaps speak from 
personal experience that mares as draught-animals 
fight shy of muddy roads, and for that reason, horses 
are invariably preferred for the job.
!^ ie sarathi or the driver stands on the right to 
guide his horses. Re has no seat provided and is aptly 
called sthatr.---------------------------------o
’Upstanding in the car, the skilful charioteer guides
his strong horses on whithersoefer he will.
See and admire the strength of those controlling
reins which from "behind declare the will of him who 
,1
guides.
This does not detract from his honourable status; he
2
may even he a kinsman of the knight on the chariot.
How he manages his horses with a whip is best conveyed 
by the animated verse:
’He lays his blows upon their backs, he deals his 
blows upon their thighs.
Thou, whip, who urgest horses, drive sagacious
-Z
horses in the fray.
The horses neigh as they advance irrepressibly to 
the charge with their hoofs raining dust and their 
forefeet trampling the enemy.^ The outstanding role of 
the war-chariot in the story of Aryan progress cannot be 
overestimated, and quite appositely, the Rgveda addresses
1. RV.VI.75.6, rathe tisthan nayati va.jinah, etc.;
TS.IV.6.6.2,3; VS.Xxix.U3.
2. As in Homeric Greece and Iron-Age Ireland,
3. RV.VI.75.13, agva.jani for the whip.
U. Ibid., VI.75.7; TS.IV.6.6.3; VS.XXIX.kk.
a hymn to the instrument of their victories.^
Chariot-racing also constitutes a favourite
2
diversion of the Rgvedic epoch, described by Kaegi as 
a peaceful struggle for the decisive contest on the 
field of battle.
The later Saithitas, too, pay their tribute of 
homage to the chariot of war.^ There is none worthy of
kIndra s steel, the mightiest of charioteers; his car
5
is always right in front of the battle, a terror to his 
enemy. The god Byhaspati goes around in his chariot,
dealing death and defeat to the hosts that oppose, and
6protecting the war-cars of the faithful. Indeed, the 
din of the conquering chariots reaches our ears through
7
a passage of the Taittiriya Samhita; another hymn lauds
Q
the armoured and corsleted hero with his swift car.
The Va.jasaneyi Saifthita mentions the inviolable chariot
9
of Agni. The drum sounds as the signal of battle; the
1. RV.VI.A7.26, vanaspate vidvahgo hi bhu.ya asmatsakha 
prataranah suvirah / gobhih sannaddho asi vilayasva
's tha td* te .ia.yatu* ,ietvani. * Cf. AV.VI.125; TS* IV.6.5.55
MS.in.i6'."3; vs.xxix.52.
2. Adolf Kaegi, The Rigveda, (The Oldest Literature of 
the Indians), translated by R. Arrowsmith, p.l9»
3. TS.IV.5.A.1. Also see/i.l.
k. Ibid., IV.6.3.U; cf. SB.VIII.7.3.7.
5. TS.I.7.13.5.
6. Ibid., IV.6.A.1,2.
7. Ibid., IV.6.U.U.
8. Ibid., IV.5.6.2.
9. VS.III.36, dudabho ratho.
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warriors invoke divine aid for victory in their chariots.1 
The Atharva Veda Gamhita refers to the chariots and the
p
cavalry side "by side. The Yajus texts pray for the 
maharatha, a great car-fighter, in the ritual of the 
asvamedha.^  The terms rathagrtsa (skilled in chariot 
fight), rathau.jas (mighty in chariot fight), and rathecitra 
(glorious in chariot), occur in the Taittirlya Samhita 
in a symbolical passage as epithets of the chieftain 
and commander
(5
The Atharva Veda Samhita  ^mentions the chariot, 
chariot-lap, pole, chariot-mouth, Indra the left-stander, 
and the moon the charioteer. The presence of two in a
chariot, i.e., the warrior and his driver, is also
£
elsewhere attested. The charioteer (samgrahltr, 
sarathi), it seems, wore a turban, an ornament called
niska, a garland (sra.i), with the upper part of his
7
body naked, and probably carried no weapons.
Q
VS.XkX.ll, mentions the anuksattr, who is, 
according to Sayana, an attendant on the charioteer.
1. TS.IV.6.6.7; VS.XXIX.57.
2. AV.XI.10.2U; cf. also AV.VI.126.3; VS.XXIX.57.
3. TS.VII.5.18.1 ; VS.XXII.22; cf. S3.XIII.1.9.2.
h. TS.IV.U.3.1; cf. SB.VIII.6.1 .16,17-
5. AV.VIII.8.23, Indrah savya s tha sc andr am ah sarathi
6. Ibid., III.21.3; Sb’.V.2.U.§; V.h.3.17; Al3.II.25.
7. Wilhelm Rau, Staat und Gesellschaft im Alten Indien, 
p.101. He could, however, always help himself to
a weapon from his chariot, if necessary.
8. Cf. VS.XXX.735 TB.III.U.9.1.
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T*16 Vrat.ya hymn of the Atharva Veda1 speaks of two
forerunners (purah sarau), and two footmen (pariskanda)
running "beside a chariot.
The chariot of the Vratya is called vipatha, and
2
is drawn "by two beasts guided with a goad (pratoda).
A covered chariot is elsewhere alluded to. There are 
references to the spokes of the wheels.^ Many parts of 
the chariot are mentioned in the later Vedic literature, 
with meanings more or less obscure.^ The £atapatha 
Brahmana tells us that two smashed chariots can be 
united into one, which will then be serviceable.^ The 
chariot is trimmed up and looks beautiful, enveloped
7
with cords. Two, three, four, or even five horses
Q
are yoked to chariots as before. Asses and mules
Q
are also used as draught animals. Relays of horses 
for a long journey are known to the Aitareya Brahmana.1^
1 . AV• XV.2.1, et* seq.; pariskanda also in VS.XXJC.13*
2. AV.XV.2.1, et^seq.; PB.XVll.l.lU.
3. TS.Ill.5.11.1. Such a chariot could have little use 
in war.
k. PB.VII.7.13; CH U.VII.15*1.
3* See Vedic Index, II, s.v.ratha.
6. SB.XII.5.1.5.
7. IT>id., 111.2.7.8; cf. AB.VIII.10; PB.XVI.1.13.
8 . AV.X.8.8; TS.VII.U.20.1; VS.VIII.3U; KS.II.6.3; 
&3.V.U.3.17; v.i.U.ii; V.2.U.9; ix.U.2.ii; pb.xvi.13.12; 
AS.III.1.1.9.
9. TS.VII.3.1.3; AB.IV.9.1; IV.9.U; VI.27; CH U.IV.2.1; 
V.13.2.
10. AB.IV.27.
t>3
The Atharva and Ya.jur Veda Samhitas mention the 
rathakara or the chariot-maker as the representative 
of an important class of the industrial population.^
The horse-chariot is indeed one of the attributes
2
and weapons of the lordly power, which alone can afford
to own it. The chieftain and commander is described
as rathaprota (fixed on a chariot) and asamaratha,
possessing a matchless chariot. And the charioteer
figures as one of the ratnins.^  We learn from an
interesting passage in the Aitare.ya Brahmana that the
charioteers claim one fourth of the booty when the
5
Bharatas sack the property of the Satvants. Indra 
received one fourth of the prize in days of yore,
acting as Agni’s charioteer, and established the precedent.
£
Chandogya Upanisad refers to a mule-car laden 
with slaves and jewels, which, presumably, formed the 
prize of victory.
The wheels of the battle-chariot spin fast and 
far in the wake of Aryan progress; but they operate
1. AV.111.5.6; KS.XVII.13; MS.II.9.5; TS.IV.5.U.2;
VS.XVI.17; xxx.6; TB.I.1.U.8; III. 2.1; 6B.XIII.U.2.17.
2. ABoVII.19, ksatrasyayudhani yadasvarathah kavaca 
i sudhanva.
3. 36.viii.6.1.18.
k. PB.xix.l.U; cf. CHI,I,pp.130,131.
5. AB.ll.25.
6. CH u.v.13.2.
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effectively only with a vast plain before them, and would 
serve little practical purpose in an inhospitable 
terrain. Chariot-racing continues as a popular sport, 
and forms an important part of the va.japeya ritual. 
Hillebrandt saw in it a lingering relic of an old 
national festival, reminiscent of the Olympic.1
The Nikayas and the Vinaya Pitaka affirm the fourfold
2
division of the army, but the chariot does not seem to 
be so important an instrument of war as it does in the 
Vedic literature. Elephants and cavalry loom large 
on the scene. Kings and princes ride in chariots, no 
doubt; but quite as often they ride on elephants^ 
and horseback.^ The Buddhist canon pictures a period 
of transition. As new problems clamour for an answer 
in the arena of unabated conflict, old values are put to 
the test of experience, and the emphasis shifts from the 
chariot to the elephant and the horseman. But chariots 
still cross and recross the fields of battle, and 
indeed remain part of the army for a long time to come 
in a country weighed down by the inertia of mass and size.
1. Eggeling, SBE., i-j-1, Introduction, XXIV.
2. Digha, III, 200; Majjhima, 111,173,17^,176; Samyutta, 
1,73,8^-; Anguttara, 111,327; Vinaya, I,2Ul,3U2; 11,10, 
182; IV, 105, 107, 108.
3. See?p. 145-44 .
U. See p.
A king’s strength still rests in the four divisions
of his army.1 Warrior kings all train in chariot-riding
2and fighting. The how and the sword appear to he the 
chief weapons of the chariot-warrior. The Kuru king 
tells Ratthapala that he has heen an expert in handling 
a chariot and a how and sword ever since he was a youth 
of 20 or 25.^ The Ambattha sutta of the Dlgha Nikaya
5
mentions a king standing on the footrug of his chariot. 
Slsewhere, a king marching with the four divisions of
his army, asks his charioteer to drive slowly so that
£
the people may he ahle to look at him longer. King
Pasenadi goes from Savatthi to Saketa in order to attend
to some urgent business hy means of seven relays of 
7
chariots. The king can thus speedily go anywhere in his 
kingdom to impose discipline on refractory subjects.
Speed in war and strategy is a factor to reckon with.
The training of a horse is graphically described
1. Anguttara, 111,151*
2. Ibid., 111,152.
3. Cf. Ibid., 111,327; Vinaya, 11,10.
U. Majjhima, II,69.
5. Dlgha, 1,103, rathupatthara; cf.Vinaya, 1,192, 
rathatthara.
6. Majjliima, 111,177.
7. Ibid., 1,11+9.
1
in a passage of the Majjhima Nikaya. '^ he Ah hay a
rarjakumara sutta refers to an efficient charioteer
2
familiar with the various parts of his vehicle. The 
Vinaya tells us that a war-car has four men; two of 
them might he armed foot-soldiers looking after each 
wheel, while the warrior and the driver occupy the 
chariot.^- Four men in a vehicle would make free 
movement impossible. Chariots are arrayed on one side 
at the massing of the army.
The Saiftyutta Nikaya recounts the Buddha’s meeting
g
and conversation with a yodha.jTva gamani. As we have
7 ^
pointed out elsewhere, the yodha.jiva gamani is the 
head of a village community of mercenary warriors, who 
presumably fight in chariots. Believing as the gamani 
does, in the attainment of heaven by his class of people 
through death on the battlefield, he is castigated by the
D
Buddha for the perversity of his faith. This incipient
1 . Majjhima, I,M+6; see p.125.
2. Ibid., 1,395.
3. Vinaya, IV,105.
k . The warrior and his driver ride in the chariot according 
to the commentator, and the remaining two watch the 
linch-pins. See SBB., XI, ii, p.375> n.6.
5. Vinaya, IV, 107,108.
6. Samyutta, IV, 308.
7. See pp .12-5-12.6.
8 . Saiflyutta, IV. 309.
growth of the professional monopoly in fighting leads 
logically to the rise of the so-called martial classes of 
Indian history. As the few keep to themselves the art 
of fighting and provide the requisite protection, the 
masses get gradually softened in their fibre and become 
averse to the profession of arms. This also serves to 
illustrate one of the many subtle ways through which 
caste secured its hold on a society which still suffers 
so much from this blighting imposition of the past.
The Epic story, despite its present form, has an 
older flavour than the Nikayas and the Vinaya. The 
chariot is still the supreme apparatus of war. The 
hero in his car invariably carries the day, while vast 
hordes of warriors toil only to die an unsung death in 
a heap of promiscuous slaughter. He blasts opposition 
to dust and ashes, until he is checked and challenged 
only by one of his own kind. This tradition is indeed 
earlier than the Buddhist period. Memories of the old 
bygone days fire the imagination of the poet and painter; 
time does not efface them, for they are embedded in the 
thoughts of the people through popular song and story, 
in the form of the living Epic.
The Epic war-chariot is essentially the same 
vehicle as that of the Vedic period. A few larger
chariots, however, appear on the scene, to which four
1 2 horses are yoked, managed hy three charioteers. It
is almost universally a two-wheeled vehicle, as we can
deduce from a number of descriptive passages. Kpsna’s
chariot is decked with two wheels resembling the sun and
the moon.^ The axle of Kama's chariot runs without
noise,^ which also implies only two wheels in the
vehicle. The lightness of the chariot can further be
inferred from Karna’s effort to lift his car out of the 
5
morass. The descriptions of the heavy and ornate 
four-wheelers, wherever they occur, must be attributed to 
later interpolations. The archaeological evidence is
1 . Mbh. 1.96.37; 1.213.U1; k.32.8,21; 5.152.10; 5.81.19;
7.U7.9; 7.88.22; 7.135.U6; 9.2U.20. The verse (5.152.10) 
saying that four horses were yoked to all the chariots 
is proved wrong by the text elsewhere.
2. The two parsnisarathis, beside the central charioteer, 
are mentioned in Mbh. 5*152.11; 6.80.22; 7.U7 .lU, 28,32;
7 .U8.6; 7 .135.U6.
3. Ibid., 5*81.15; for two-wheeled vehicles in the Sutra 
period, see Hopkins, JA0S,13> p.237> n.
U. Mbh.8.26.56, akujanaksarfi; cf. Hopkins, loc.cit., p.237. 
It seems that the axle must have been greased or oiled. 
Cf. AB.IV.7, which says that a cart or chariot, oiled, 
goes well.
5. Mbh.8 .66.6U.
6. Cf. Hopkins, loc.cit., p.250.
on our side, for the chariots amongst the sculptures of
Bharhut and Sanchi, of the 2nd and 1st centuries B.C.,
have only two wheels.1 The other important parts of
2the chariot frequently mentioned are the rathanida and 
the rathopastha. The upastha, according to Hopkins, 
denoted the general bottom of the car, while the nlda 
meant the little shelf in front, where the charioteer 
stood.^ Further, he thinks, that this shelf existed in 
four-horse chariots only. We should not, however, 
necessarily suppose that there was any material 
difference between the two-horse and four-horse 
chariots; the two terms may signify no more than part 
and whole of the body. Four or even five horses were
yoked to chariots as early as the Rgvedic times.
c £
Bandhura and talpa seem to denote, according to
7
Hopkins, seats for the driver and the warrior.
Normally, however, the charioteer stands as he manages 
his horses; while the knight dances, as it were, on his
Q
car, facing the enemy in every direction.
1 . See above, p • 54- ond.n-5.
2. Mbh.6.ii9«26; 6.67.30, etc.
3. Ibid., 6.5U.16.
U. Hopkins, op.cit., p.238.
5. Mbh.3.230.30.
6. Ibid., 3.231.3.
7. Hopkins, op.cit., p.239, n.
8 . Mbh.li.57.9 .
The word varutha,1 a guard or protection, must
signify the fence, presumably of leather, round the body
2
of the chariot. It might perhaps also rarely denote
5
an overshield. The meaning and purpose of the
trivenu^ or the ’three-fold pieceT is not very clear.
The chariot-pole held at one end by the yoke was, 
according to Hopkins, "either regarded as divided at the 
heavy end into three parts, two of these [the pole the 
third] being side braces that ran behind the horses and 
connected at each end with the kastha, axle-wood [box], 
and this was called the ’threefold piece' (trivenu), 
literally 'the piece with three sticks’; or this piece 
was a triangle of bamboo, one side of which was parallel 
to the axle and the other two ran together to the pole." 
It seems to have been added to the chariot to lend
additional strength and durability to the central pole.
6 7 8The yoke (yuga) and the shaft (Isa and kubara ) of the
1 . Mbh. 7.U2.5* refers to varutha made of iron.
2. Gf. Hopkins, op.cit., p .2^0.
3. Ibid.
k. Mbh. 3-231.5.
5. Hopkins, op.cit., pp.2U1-2U2.
6. Mbh.3.231.5.
7. Ibid., 3.230.29.
8. Ibid., 6.UU.5- When the two are distinguished, Isa 
denotes the lower, and kubara the upper end of the pole.
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chariot are also mentioned, besides various other
descriptive terms, the meaning of which is not easily
understood. The .jahgha may he the axle-tree;1 the
pariskara the wheel-guard; the adhisthane the standing
places over the wheels; and the apaskara a hind-piece of 
2
wood. The chariot sometimes has a trikosa, doubtfully
explained by Hopkins as three compartments for receiving 
3arms.
LThe loose piece of wood called anukarsa, 
suspended to the bottom of the chariot, was, according 
to one interpretation, meant for quick repair of damages 
sustained in battle. That, however, is an impossible 
proposition in the press of battle, and not borne out 
by our text. Only cord can help repair minor damages 
and keep broken parts temporarily together. We may, 
therefore, reasonably suppose that the chariots carried 
bits of cord to help wherever possible and necessary.
1. Hopkins, op.cit., p.2U9; cf. Mbh.7.35*32.
2. Hopkins, op.cit., p.250; cf. Mbh.7.40.18.
3. Hopkins, op.cit., p.249*
4. Mbh.2.49•6; 7.37.6.
5. Hopkins, op.cit., p.242.
6. Present day carts and tongas and ekkas in India 
carry bits of cord to help minor repairs on the 
way.
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Hopkins alternatively suggests that the anukarsa was a 
"ballast to guard against the overturning of the light 
v e h i c l e B u t  even today in India, carts and other 
smaller vehicles carry a !wooden leg1 at the hack 
suspended loosely downward, which keeps them level even 
when the draught animals are unyoked. The use of the 
anukarsa appears to have "been the same. With the use of 
this, the chariot would not overturn backwards if the 
horses were loosed free of the yoke in battle; it would 
be supported at the back by the suspended piece of wood.
Hopkins makes an admirable effort to determine the 
shape and size of the war-chariot from the Epic text.
The poets are not, however, always consistent in their 
descriptions. Nor are they particularly attentive to 
the form of the chariot in depicting warriors getting 
in and out of these vehicles in the heat of battle,
which is indeed as it should be. Any conclusions,
2
therefore, must be drawn with caution. Hopkins, for 
instance, gleans an idea of size from the verse that 
’the wheels sank up to the hubs in the blood’. This is 
a case of gross hyperbole and proves nothing on the point.
1. Hopkins, op.cit., pp. 2J+2.2U3*
2. Ibid., p.2*4-0.
The vehicles should in fact he fairly high, if they tip 
over so often and so easily as they seem to do.^ And,
p
elsewhere, large steeds are yoked to a chariot. The 
hest visual guide, perhaps, will he the sculptures of 
Bharhut and Sanchi, as heing the nearest in point of 
time to our period. The chariots must have heen light 
vehicles, of course, as they are splintered easily with 
arrows or even otherwise.^ Fragments of the broken 
chariots lie scattered ahout on the field of battle.
The war-cars are usually adorned with rows of 
jingling hells. The larger chariots have a covering 
against the sun called atapatra.^  The chariots of
Q
kings and princes carry an umbrella (chatra) symbolic 
of their lofty dignity. At the hack of the car,
Q
presumably in the middle, rises the tall flagstaff-^
(dhava.i ayast i) f surmounted by the hero’s ensign in the
1. See Hopkins, op.cit., p.2h3.
2. Mbh.U.53.2.
3. These are all small two-wheeled vehicles, usually 
with two or three riders.
k. Mbh.3.230.29; 3.231.5; U.52.21,22; 6.67.30, etc.
3. Ibid., 7.U0.18.
6. Ibid., 1.212.3; 1.213.*4-1; 2.22.17; 2.5U.U. ‘The 
modern North Indian rathas are likewise decorated 
with rows of little bells, which are also hung round 
the necks of the draught oxen.
7. Cf.Mbh.5.179*13; Hopkins, op.cit., p.236.
8. Mbh.3.230.30; 6.20.9; 7.135.U6, etc.
9 . Mbh.1.216.12; dandaka in 7.35.31.
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form of an image or emblem, "below which flutters his
flag of rich splendour• The dhvaja may mean the staff,
"banner and image all together, and the ketu the symbol
or the banner alone.1 Arjuna’s chariot bears a large
2
ape on top of the standard, besides numerous flags 
decked with various other creatures.^ Bhisma’s ensign 
has the tall stately palm bespeaking the might of the 
grand old warrior.^ Drona has the device of a golden 
altar decked with a water-pot and the figure of a bow.^ 
Karna’s device is a stout cord for binding elephants.0 
Duryodhana’s standard has an elephant;*^ that of
Q
Yudhisthira has two mydangas or tambourines. Asvatthama
boasts a lion’s tail;^ and Krsna’s chariot, decorated9 0 0 . 9
with pennons, carries the gadura on its flagstaff.10 
The tall ambitious standards with their devices, and the 
silk-emblazoned flags add an ironic touch of colour to
1. Hopkins, op.cit., p. 2/+/+.
2. Mbh.1.216.8.
3. Ibid. 
k. Ibid. 
3. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid.
9. Ibid. 
10. Ibid.
1 • 2l6.1/+,15, nanapatakabhih sobhitaifi rathamuttamam 
6.17.18.
6.17.2/+.
U.50.15.
U.50.12.
3.25U.6.
6.17.21.
5.81.20. The examples can be easily multiplied
from the text. The usual form of gadura is garuda
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the scene of war. Rallying points of the opposing 
forces, they impart their name to the whole army, 
sometimes called dhva.jini. The devices are individual 
and the flags personal, deacons of hope and courage to 
the soldiers who fight only for their leaders. The idea 
of a national flag seems not yet to have occurred to any 
of the kings of the Epic.
The poet's fancy toys much too freely with gold 
in describing the glory of the chariot. Certain parts of 
the royal vehicles may have been embossed with gold or 
silver;^ the rest must be attributed to poetic 
exaggeration. When Yudhisthira stakes his royal chariot 
in the gambling scene of the Sabha parva, it is described 
as being covered with tiger skins, and possessed of 
excellent wheels, a noble flagstaff and strings of 
little bells. It is drawn by eight horses, with a
clatter that vies with the roar of the clouds and the
2
ocean. The rattle of the wheels is indeed a matter of 
approbation, and is often likened to the roar of the 
kettle-drums.^
1. Mbh.l.212.3*^; 1.213.U1. In 5.179.10, Bhisma rides 
in a white chariot of silver to fight Parasurama.
2. Ibid., 2.5U. i^-6. The eight horses may be an exaggeration.
3. Mbh.5.81.21; cf. 1.216.9.
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The footsoldierTs "burden of arms on the march and
the "battlefield does not worry the knight in his chariot.
His vehicle is provided with every necessity of war, and
stored with all kinds of arms and weapons.^ But fanciful
extravagance depicts the chariot as a veritable arsenal,
2
and the passages cited "by Hopkins serve only to annoy
the student of history. The car-warrior takes good
care to superintend the furnishings of his chariot. Thus
we find Arjuna instructing Uttara to tie quivers to his
chariot.''* The Adi parva describes his chariot as
equipped with every instrument of war.^ Karna elsewhere
has sixteen quivers tied to his war-car, and orders a
number of excellent bows, shafts, darts and heavy maces,
besides his conch. Krsna likewise orders his chariot,• •.
furnished with his conch, discus, mace, quivers, javelins,
£
and all kinds of weapons. Drona's vehicle is likened 
to a fortified town, a simile of frequent occurrence,
7
fully equipped, with hi3 harmer aflutter.
1. Ibid., 1.212.3.U.
2. Hopkins, op.cit., p.2i|-7.
3. Mbh.U.UO.U; cf. 3.18.12.
U. Ihid., 1.216.9.
5. Ibid., 1.2.2k.
6. Ibid., 5.81.12.
7. Ibid., 7.6.U3.
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The Adi parva at one place states that Arjuna's
chariot would scarcely he ahle to hear the load of his
arrows.1 It seems that the chariots of these warriors
were followed hy carts and other vehicles with ready
supplies. Thus, Asvatthama shoots as many arrows as are
2
carried on eight carts, each drawn hy eight oxen. The 
figure of eight is a poetic absurdity; hut the reference 
indicates the availability of fresh supplies of arms 
to the charioted warrior at the front. We know that he 
cannot carry a limitless load of arms and weapons in 
his light vehicle. Karna desires similarly elsewhere, 
that carts should carry his arrows, and that chariots, 
well equipped with horses and arms, should follow him 
close behind. The supply must have been in practice 
intended for the whole chariotry in those pitched 
battles of antiquity, fought on premeditated sites.
Two or four horses were usually yoked to these 
war-chariots. The Adi parva^ describes the two horses 
Sainya and Sugriva yoked to a chariot. Elsewhere,
1. Mbh. 1.215.15.
2. Ibid., 8.15.28,
3. Ibid., 8.22.51. 
k. Ibid., 1.212.3.
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however, the four horses, named Sainya, Sugrlva,
Meghapuspa and Balahaka, are yoked to the car of Kysna.1
2
Horses thus had personal names like elephants, Hopkins 
assumes that four horses were yoked only to large four- 
wheeled chariots, and goes on to explain the relative 
positions of the draught animals: "one hears the right- 
hand dhur, one the left, the 'nearT horse; one is 
attached to the end of the fore-axle (parsni) on the 
left; another, parallel to this, to the axle-end on the 
right. Such seems to he the arrangement according to 
the text, though it would not he impossible to interpret 
as a double-span, the foremost drawing on the yoke and 
pole, the hinder pair on the axle," He is not very sure 
of his own description and says elsewhere^ that the word 
catur.yu.j may also possibly signify a double-yoke, one 
behind the other. It is not necessary to force such a 
meaning on the word, which simply denotes that four 
horses are yoked to a chariot, and no more. We must 
perhaps rule out the possibility of a double-span for 
our early period. The universal practice attested in 
Indian sculpture down to the beginning of the Christian
1. Mbh• 5.81.19.
2. Hopkins, op.cit., p.2*4-1.
3. Ibid., p.255.
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era is that of two or four horses yoked abreast to
1
two-wheeled vehicles. Two horses draw on the yoke on 
either side of the central pole; and if there are four, 
the outspanners are held hy loose straps attached to the 
ends of the axle on each side, and draw perhaps also on 
their neighbours' collars. Horses in a double-span would 
in fact reduce the manoeuvrability of the chariot on 
the crowded battlefield* Pour horses, we repeat, must 
have drawn only two-wheeled war-chariots during our 
early period. Any four-wheelers in war, if they 
existed for the purpose, must have doubtless been few 
and far between, as tributes to the personal caprice 
of their owners.
The horses yoked to these chariots were often 
protected with armour. Drona’s horses are described 
as covered with a net of gold. This may imply some 
form of chain-armour of iron or bronze washed in gold. 
Leather robes and wooden breastplates are also in
h 5
evidence. ' The horses are further decked with ornaments. 
Tail-bands, and plumes, presumably worn on the head as
1. See CHI, I, pis. XVI,fig. 1*3; XXIII, fig.63; XXIX,fig.81.
2. Mbh.3.18.1, dansitairharibhir yuktaifi; U.30.16.
3. Ibid., 7,8.15.
b* Hopkins, op.cit., p.257»
5. Mbh. U.36.3o
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today, are also mentioned.1 The leather straps, the
girth-hand, the reins, and the bridle and bit are alluded
2
to, among the items of the horse harness.
White horses appear as hot favourites in the Epic
TL k R
story. Both Bhlsma and Arjuna^ have teams of white 
horses, whose colour is likened to silver or fleecy 
clouds. And Karna orders equally white steeds, fleet
and powerful, bathed in water and sanctified with
6 7mantras. But Drona’s horses of the Sindhu breed are 
■ -  ■ ■■■■■■■ #
red and far-famed. They bear coolly the blare of 
conches and the beat of drums, the twang of bows and the 
showers of arrows. Their very appearance forebodes the 
defeat of the enemy; above fatigue and pain are those 
fleet steeds that draw the old acaryaTs car.
o
The Epic describes horses of all possible colours. 
Horses of the tlttiri and kalmasa colours are often 
mentioned, meaning 'partridge-coloured' and 'speckled'
9
respectively. Many of the variegated colours must,
1. Hopkins, op.cit., p.258.
2. Ibid., pp.257,258.
3. Mbh.2.U9•5•
k. Ibid., 5.179.10; 6.20.9.
5. Ibid., 1.215.16; 1.216.8; 5.U7.U6.
6 . Ibid., 7.2.26.
7. Ibid., 7.8.15-18; cf. U.53.2; 6.20.11.
8. Ibid., 2.U8.23; cf. Hopkins, op.cit., pp.256,257.
9. Mbh.2.U7.U; 2.25.19.
however, he attributed to the flights of fancy, and 
there is little justification for the conjecture that 
’quaggas or zebras were imported and called horses.
The horses of the north and north-west are held in
2high esteem, as before. The regions of Kamboja and 
Sindhu^ are celebrated for their horses. The 
Aranyaka parva  ^furnishes a characteristic picture of 
horses, lean-fleshed yet strong, possessed of breeding 
and docility, speed and stamina, wide nostrils and 
swelling cheeks, and free from all inauspicious marks. 
The war-horses are specially bred and trained, and 
never mind the din of battle. Ever obedient to their 
driver's commands, the sensitive steeds weep for their 
masters in scenes of grief and agony.^
1. Hopkins, op.cit., p.256. In a passage of the Udyoga 
parva (5*104.26), Visvamitra asks his pupil Galava 
to present 800 horses, each with one black ear, as 
his teacher1s fee. For white horses with black ears 
in Vedic literature, see AV.V.17»15*
2. Mbh.2.^9.5»
3. Ibid., 7.8.15,16.
U. Ibid., 3.69.11,12.
5. Ibid., 7.22.7> sarva^abdaksamair yudhi.
6. Hopkins, op.cit., P*256. Homer also describes horses 
weeping. Poetry apart, the horse is a very sensitive 
animal. The Buddha's horse died immediately after 
his Great Renunciation, according to the traditional 
story, unable to bear separation from its master. 
More recent examples are not lacking.
Mules and asses are frequently used as draught 
animals for long journeys, and even for purposes of war.
The Udyoga parva refers to Dhrtarastra1s chariot drawn 
"by mules capable of going as far as Ik yojanas in a 
day.1 The Adi parva speaks of mules of white colour
2
and black manes, swift as the wind, and well-trained.
And large asses of white colour and black necks are
described in the Sabha parva as possessed of speed and
3 -docility, and famous far and near. In the Ramayana,
-  - URavana abducts Sita in a chariot drawn by asses. The
o
5
beasts are covered with armour, signifying their use 
for war.
Victory or defeat in battle depended as much on the 
sagacity and dexterity of the charioteer, as on the 
warrior’s courage and skill. The knight indeed relied 
on his driver’s experience in order to show his prowess 
with any effectiveness. The charioteer is known by 
various names to the Epic, such as suta, sarathi, 
yantar, niyantar, etc. If a vehicle has three charioteers,
1 . Mbh.5 .8U.12.
2. Ibid., 1.213.1+3.
3. Ibid., 2.1-17.21. 
U. Ram. Aranya, 1+9.19* 
5. Ibid., 51.16.
those that manage the outer steeds are called 
parsni s a r a t h l The Udyoga parva tells us that each
chariot has three drivers, and that the parsnisarathis
2
are also skilled warriors. But numerous other passages 
prove or imply the presence of a solitary charioteer 
Beside the knight. In the Aranyaka parva, Pradyumna 
argues with his charioteer who takes him away from the 
Battlefield; we hear only of one charioteer, and the 
others seem to Be aBsent. Another passage of the same 
parva^ mentions Krsna’s charioteer Daruka alone, and
R
omits the others. Yet elsewhere, we come across a 
knight destroying a war-car, lock, stock and Barrel, 
including the horses and the charioteer; the
completeness of the description ignores the two extra
£
drivers. In the Virata parva, Uttara agrees to act 
as Arjuna’s charioteer, which implies only one driver. 
Bhlma, in the Bhisma parvaJ  kills the charioteer of 
Drona, who controls his horses and fights on. Similarly,
1. Mbh.5.152.11; 6.43.16; 7.47.14,28,32; 7.48.6; 7.135.16.
2. Ibid., 3.152.11.
3. Ibid., 3.19.3-12.
4. Ibid., 3.22.5-7.
5. Ibid., 3.230.29,30; 4.52.21,22.
6. Ibid., 4.40.1.
7. IBid., 6.71.30,31.
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elsewhere, buhsasana both manages his horses and fights, 
when his charioteer is slain.^ These references
indicate the presence of only one driver. Farther,
2. ' 3when Krsna and Salya act as charioteers of Arjuna 
and Xarna respectively, nothing at all is heard of the 
side-drivers. The passages cited should suffice to 
support the conclusion that one charioteer for a team 
of horses must have been the usual practice in early 
antiquity, and that most of the passages assigning 
three drivers to a chariot crept only later into our 
text.
The charioteer is usually a person of good 
birth.^ Bhlsma’s charioteer is described as well-born 
and brave, versed in horse-lore and careful in battle. 
He is well trained in his art, and has seen many 
encounters.^ Pradyumna’s charioteer proudly asks his
g
master to watch his skill in driving horses.
Kings and princes do not consider it below their 
dignity to act as charioteers for their friends of
1. Mbh. 7.163.5.
2. Ibid., 5.7.35.
3. Ibid., 5.8.29; 8.22.50ff.
U. Ibid., 5.152.9.
5. Ibid., 5.179.11,12.
6. Ibid., 3*20.5, pas.ya me ha.yasaifiyane siksam kesavanandana
equal rank. Krsna grasps the reins of Arjuna’s horses;
and Salya acts as Karna’s charioteer.1 Prince Uttara
2
drives the steeds of Arjuna in the Virata parva. The 
car-warriors are all skilled charioteers. Karna says
that he is Arjuna’s superior in the knowledge of horses,
" 1 while Salya is better than Krsna. Kings and princes
in distress serve as stable-masters and charioteers
of other rulers. Unexcelled in the knowledge and
management of steeds, Nala is appointed as an
a^vadh.yaksa or superintendent of stables by king
Rtuparna.^ He also acts as his master’s counsellor in
matters of moment. Nakula, the Pandava, desires to
“7
become the keeper of king Virata’s horses. He knows 
the temper of horses, and the art of training them; he 
can correct vicious horses, and treat all their
o
diseases. He pleases Virata by showing him fast and
perfectly trained horses that follow him wherever he
9goes.
1. See above, p . n s .  2 and 3* 
2• Mbh. 1.10.1.
3. Ibid., 5.152.11.
1. Ibid., 8.22.52ff.
5. Ibid., 3.61.2,6.
6. Ibid., 3.61.3*
7. Ibid., 1.3*2,3> a^vabandha
8. Ibid., 1.11.7*
9. Ibid., 1.12.30.
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Despite the importance of his profession, the suta 
or charioteer still occupies a position unmistakably 
lower than that of the chariot-warrior* Bhisma calls 
Karna a low-horn suta’s son, whereupon the latter 
protests that he has adopted the duties of a ksatriya.^  
3alya hursts into rage when Duryodhana requests him 
to act as Karna’s charioteer. ’Behold these two 
massive arms of mine’, says the humiliated royal 
warrior, ’strong as the thunder. Behold also my 
excellent how and these arrows that are like snakes of 
virulent poison. Behold my chariot ..., and my mace 
decked with gold and twined with hempen cords. Pilled 
with wrath, I can split the very earth, scatter the 
mountains, and dry up the oceans . ...’^  How can 
£alya, a consecrated monarch, stoop to he the 
charioteer of a parvenu of low extraction? He asks 
Duryodhana’s permission to go home, hut is brought 
round hy the latter’s praise and adulation. The driver 
of the chariot, says Duryodhana, should he superior
1. Mbh. 5.U8.28,29.
2. Ibid., 8.23.Iff.
3. Ibid., 8.23.19ff. Salya’s boast is characteristic of 
the age; the Epic knights heat their drums and shout 
their self-praise with unabashed impudence.
even to the warrior, like Brahma who acted as the 
charioteer of Rudra in an hour of peril.^
It is the charioteer’s prime duty to protect the
knight in his car, even as the warrior should do all
2
that he can to guard the life of his driver. The 
knight, if wounded, unconscious, or otherwise disabled, 
is hurried out of harm’s way by his dutiful charioteer. 
Unconscious Pradyumna is carried off the field by his 
charioteer.^ The warrior is angry when he regains 
consciousness, but the charioteer insists on his duty to 
protect him when he is helpless. Pradyumna orders him 
back and asks him never to leave the field while he is 
alive. Thus, the charioteer is no ordinary menial; he 
can teach a rash master that discretion is sometimes 
the better part of valour. The Ramayana illustrates a 
similar scene, wherein the afflicted Ravana is hurried 
away from the battle by his expert charioteer, only to 
receive a sharp reprimand from the king when he gets
better. Ravana accuses him of complicity with the
6 6 enemy. But the servant knows the right reply. He
1 . Mbh. 8.25.1,2.
2. Ibid., 5.19.8,9.
3. Ibid., 5.181.15; 6.5^.16,17; 6.79.51,52; 7.39.12.
k. Ibid., 3.19.3-16.
5. Ram.yuddha, 106.Iff.
6. Ibid., 106.15ff.
knows that the master is tired, and so are the horses.
A good charioteer knows time and place, the auspicious
from the inauspicious, and above all, the temperament
of his master. He takes his warriorfs hints, and knows
when he is glad or downcast. He has a measure of his
knight’s prowess. He knows the battlefield as the palm
of his hand, and finds the chinks in the enemy’s armour.
He knows the moment of attack even as the hour of
retreat; and he knows when to surprise the foe’s rear.
Ravana, pleased and appeased, orders the chariot back to
the scene of action, and rewards the intrepid driver with
an ornament from his hand. That the charioteer can
occasionally act as a warrior, is demonstrated by an
episode of the Bharata war. When the mighty Bhisma
bears down the opposition of Arjuna and the Pandavas,
Krsna forgets his horses and his post as Arjuna’s
1
charioteer, and makes a dash for the grandsire. He 
is, however, held back by Arjuna.
A less reputable role of the charioteer is
indicated by Salya's behaviour as Karna’s driver. He
promises Yudhisthira before the war the he will do all
2
to dispirit Karna and bring about his downfall. And
1. Mbh. 6.55.86ff.
2. Ibid., 5.8.27-31
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when the day arrives, oalya as charioteer enters on a 
sharp wordy duel with Karna with a view to disturbing 
his equanimity. He may have been accountable for the 
chariot mishap in the original story; the sin was only 
partially mitigated by later interpolations.
The true art of the charioteer lies in driving 
fast and straight, wheeling and turning rapidly about, 
so that the chariot faces every direction at once. These 
circles are called mandala, and .yamaka or the double 
wheel to the left and right.1 The expert Krsna saves
the life of Arjuna from Karnafs sure-aimed shaft by
2
making the horses bend down on their knees.
The charioteer is braver than the brave, whose 
praises are sung in the Epics. Having no other 
protection except what is offered by the car-warrior, 
he goes about his job with supreme nonchalance. One 
and all, the self-righteous warriors cry fie on the 
code of morality, declaring the inviolability of the 
horse and charioteer.^ Regarded as no better than the 
horses, the servant invariably falls before his master,
1. Mbh. 3.20.8; 4.52.27; 6.48.53.
2. Ibid., 8.66.11.
3. Cf. Mbh.3.22.5,7.
4. Ibid., 6.1.32.
5 . Ibid., 1.96.38; 4.32.8; 4.49.12 ; 4.52.21; 5.183.6; 
6.43.14,16,24; 6.45.12,18; 6.49.26; 6.71.30; 6.73.66; 
6.80.22,23; 7.88.22; 7.98.56.
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unnamed and unknown. But if the knight is opaque to 
compunction in striking the helpless charioteer, the 
poet is alike apathetic to his sorry fate; there is not 
a line in the Epic which could serve as an epitaph for 
the slaughtered heap of his kind. How much was demanded 
of him, with death the usual reward of his exertions?
So much for the charioteer on the field of battle. 
He also acts as a herald or ambassador, and carries 
messages from one camp to another. Safijaya is the 
charioteer and personal friend of the old Dhptarastra, 
and daily goes from camp to town to report to the king 
on the progress of the war?" Not infrequently in peace, 
the suta figures as a musician singing the glory of his 
master.2
Kings and princes, commanders of the army, and
other warriors of note usually ride in chariots. In
the Sabha parva, Yudhisthira speaks of his chariot-
warriors, who receive a thousand coins each as their
5
monthly emoluments, irrespective of peace and war.
Thus, the army was organised on a permanent footing, 
and not merely hastily got together in the hour of need.
1. Cf.ttbh.9.1.lUff.
2. Hopkins, op.cit., p.255*
3. Mbh.2.5U.19,20.
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Dhrtarastra also refers to the Kaurava troops, tried
and tested in the management of chariots,1 The
atirathin» the rnaharathin, and the rathin, make the
three grades of charioted warriors in a descending
2
order, Ar juna is an atirathin, the highest in 
estimation. Accoutred in mail and armed with his how, 
he rides in a chariot with a tall standard. He also 
wears a golden garland and a kirita diadem.^ Bhisma 
goes to fight Rama in white armour and white headgear; 
he carries a white how and sits heneath a white 
umbrella, fanned hy white chowries. The chowrie- 
hearers must have figured only in the drive-in-state 
to the battlefield before the beginning of the fight; 
their presence in battle is not attested in the various 
descriptive passages. Such effeminate attentions would 
only serve to obstruct the warrior in shooting his 
arrows and facing the enemy on every side. The 
chariot-warriors usually appear in armour, and an oft- 
repeated formula describes them as armed with swords
1. Mbh. 6.72.9.
2. Ibid., 1.123.U3.
3. Ibid., 1.205.21, mahabahur dhanvi varmi rathi dhvaji
k. Ibid., 3.171.U,5.
5* Ibid., 5.179.12-lU. Bhisma is a lover of the white 
colour, and again at the head of the Kaurava host, 
the old warrior has a white turban and a white 
umbrella, a white bow, conch and flag, and white 
horses (6.20.9).
besides, with their fingers encased in gloves of
1 2 leather, Karna wears ear-rings and his coat of mail;
■5
elsewhere, he orders garlands for adorning his person, 
bracelets and armlets of gold are also worn by the Epic
kcar-warnors.
Every charioted warrior carries his conch with him
Bhisma on the battlefield blows his conch and sets up a
roar.^ Krsna, elsewhere, challenges £§lva to a fight
by blowing his conch Pahcajanya, The loud blare of
Pahcajanya, and of Devadatta, the conch of Arjuna,
7
terrifies the animals and warriors. Karna speeds up 
his army's battle-formation with the blasts of his 
conch.^
Famous chariot-warriors occupy positions in the 
front as well as the rear of an army. In the Virata
parva, Bhisma asks Karna to stand in the van of battle,
9
while he would himself protect the rear. In the
1. Mbh•1•212•5 f sannaddhah kavaci khadgi baddhagodha- 
-Agulitravan; cf. 1 .2l6.l6; 3.18.3) etc.
2. Ibid., 6 .21+.160, sakundalaifi sakavacaifi • • • •
3. Ibid., 7.2.29. 
1+. Ibid., 6.17.17. 
5. Ibid., 6.23.12.
6. Ibid., 3.15.20.
7. Ibid., £.1.18,
8. Ibid., 8.7.13.
9. Ibid., ^,47.19.
Bhisma parva. we have Bhisma at the head and Drona in 
the rear.1 This significantly points to the anticipation 
of surprises in the rear. Every warrior has his wheel- 
guards, who are knights of equal rank, though young in 
years and experience, and who ride in their own 
chariots. They learn the art of fighting and find their 
feet under the protective wings of a tried hero. And one 
knight protects another in his rear. Dhrtarastra asks 
who protected Bhisma's right, left and rear. Arjuna’s 
right and left wheels are protected by Uttamaujas and 
Yudhamanyu; and Arjuna himself protects 3ikhandi.^ 
A^vatthama is followed by seven bowmen cased in mail in 
their chariots.^4 The knight in his chariot is, besides, 
followed by anugas and anucaras, who represent, according
c;
to Hopkins, 'what remains of the clannish corps of an
older age’. The foot-soldiers behind are called the
padanugas, but the Epic knight often stands at the head
of a whole army. Arjuna stands in the van of the
Pandava forces, while we find the other chariots on the • •
teak, head and neck, and the joints of the wings in a
1. Mbh. 6.20.9,11.
2. Ibid., 6.15*30ff.
3. Ibid., 6.16.19.
4. Ibid., 6.17.21,22.
5. Hopkins, op.cit., p.260.
strategic formation.1
Heroes of the Pandava army are selected to be 
pitted against rivals of equal might on the opposite 
side - like Arjuna against Karna, and Bhima against
p
Duryodhana. In actual battle, however, things do not 
always turn out quite as planned or foreseen. Heroes, 
no doubt, seek one another in single combat.
The first blows are usually dealt at the flagstaff 
and the umbrella of the opponent•, and their fall is 
construed as a disgrace to the might of the contending 
warrior. The knights then try to slay each other's 
horses and charioteers,^ and also splinter the chariots 
with their shafts. A characteristic duel is thus 
described between Arjuna and Krpa:-' Aryuna pierces 
the steeds of his adversary; and as they rear, Kppa 
reels from his chariot. Arjuna refrains from shooting 
until Kfpa resumes his place; he seldom shows such 
chivalry in the Bharata war. He then cuts through the 
bows of Kppa, his leathern fences and coat of mail. He
1. Mbh.6.U6.i+lff. The army is disposed in an array of the 
shape of a bird.
2. Ibid., 5.161.5-10.
3. Ibid., 3.231.5; U.52.22; U.59.6,7,8; 6.U3.1U.16;
6.67.30; 7.135.U6.
U. See abovefp. gq-go*
5. Mbh. k.52.9-25.
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cuts through the jetvelin hurled at him and reduces
Krpa’s chariot to pieces; he kills his horses and his
charioteer. Krpa leaps down from the "broken vehicle and
hurls a mace at his enemy.'1' Such scenes are repeated
throughout the Epic with a monotonous regularity. If
a warrior loses his vehicle, he fights his way to a
friend’s chariot with a sword and shield, to he taken
2
up and away from danger. Deprived of his chariot, a 
knight sometimes runs away on foot, like Nakula, pursued, 
teased and spared hy Karna. Warriors made chariotless 
hy elephants ask to he taken up on others’ cars.^ 
Chariots hreak as they collide, and find it impossible 
to move on the crowded battlefield. Loose horses
6
running around add to the pattern of the Epic confusion.
A curious mode of encounter between two knights is 
the confrontation of their chariots; the horses are
1 . The mace is according to the text returned hy the shafts 
of Arjuna. Such feats are frequently narrated in the 
Epic, and one is reasonably disposed to doubt their 
veracity. We have, however, seen a football held up
in mid-air for five minutes by a ceaseless shower of 
arrows shot by a professional archer at a public 
display. But it may be a different story with a heavy 
mace hurled by force in a particular direction.
2. Mbh. 3.230.29-31; 3.255.15; 7.81.U6, etc.
3. Ibid., 8.17.87ff.
k* Ibid., 6.UL.L3*
5. Ibid., 6.LU.3>6o
6. Ibid., 3*255o25o
forced right up to the opposing chariot, so that the 
forequarters of those of the one side enter "between 
those of the other; and then the fight begins.1 
Dhrstadyumna thus takes up his sword and shield, and 
climbs upon the shaft of DronaTs chariot. He balances 
himself awhile on the yoke and the pole; but Drona cuts 
off his shield and thwarts his bold attack.
When two famous rivals meet, the passage of arms 
is often preceded by a sharp exchange of words. Challenged 
by Arjuna to taste the fruit of his wrath, Karna tells
him that his words verily exceed his deeds, before
2
they actually fight. Elsewhere, they shout their own 
names in order to frighten each other. Knights, 
deprived of their chariots, fight each other with their 
clubs and swords.^ If a chariot-warrior performs 
prodigies of valour, he is applauded by his whole army.
The Parthas and their followers shout and beat their
5
musical instruments in honour of the young Abhimanyu.
When the mighty car-warriors exert their prowess,
1 . Mbh. 7.72.21ff.; cf. U.53.Hff.
2. Ibid., i4-.55.5ff.
3. Ibid., 7.120.70.
k. Ibid., 6.80.22-28; cf. 7.13.62-65. 
5. Ibid., 7.39.31; cf. 6.73.71, etc.
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opposition is set at nought, and even lesser charioted 
knights seek safety only in flight. There are cries of 
oh and alas, when the redoubtable Karna twangs his 
large how.'1' Bhisma shoots continuous lines of blazing 
arrows in all directions: he names the Pandava chariot-
warriors as he slays them. The Pandava army is crushed
2
and routed. Drona scatters the Pandava and Paficala
0 t t
hosts like a row of cranes broken by the force of the
7 l±
wind, warriors run away, if he even looks at them.
He proclaims aloud his own name in battle, as he shoots
5
his arrows engraved therewith. The chariot-warrior 
learns to shoot his arrows fast and far; Asvatthama 
speedily exhausts the arrows carried by as many as 
eight carts,^
We have seen elsewhere^ that the theoretical 
divisions of the armed forces are divorced from the 
actual dispositions of battle, and not worthy of any 
serious attention. The car-warrior fights other 
charioted knights as well as the other divisions of the
1. Mbh. U.5U.15.
2. Ibid., 6.U5•60ff.; 6.U8.9ff.; 6.71.32.
3. Ibid., 7.6.3U.
U. Ibid., 7.1W.19.
5. Ibid., 7.101 .ii5 *U6.
6. Ibid., 8.15.28; cf. I1.5i1.li1. We must make due allowance 
for exaggerations.
7. See p.<153,
opposing army. He slaughters foot-soldiers with a 
peculiar delight. The code of morality does not bother 
him in action, and fulminations of righteous wrath at a 
dastardly act never seem to impede its execution. So act 
the arbiters of victory and defeat; the incongruous mass 
of the armies is only incidental to the poetic picture. 
The Epic invests the deeds of heroes with supernatural 
proportions, to the disadvantage of the humble rank and 
file who shed their blood not in vain in the battles of 
antiquity. The prize was, however, invariably snatched 
away by the few, who deserved it little more than the 
many.
Chariots had serious limitations as instruments of 
battle. They served well on even ground in ideal 
conditions, but told a pathetic tale in difficult 
terrain and adverse weather. The battle of the Hydaspes 
demonstrated the futility of chariotry in mud and rain. 
As the rivalries of expansionist kingdoms embraced an 
ever widening area of struggle, surprise played an 
increasingly important part in their expeditions, and 
the sites of battle could no longer be easily chosen.
The cumbersome chariot made way for the horseman and 
the elephant, who found themselves at home in any 
conditions. The change came with time and experience; 
and the Nikayas furnish the first evidence of this 
gradual military transition. Chariots, though, continued 
to play a secondary and comparatively insignificant 
role right down to the 7th and 8th century A.D., in 
the hide-hound Indian army,1
1. PoC.Chakravarti, The Art of War in Ancient India, p.26
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CHAPTER III
The Horse And Cavalry
Looking hack as we do across the many millennia of 
past history, in a quest for the origins of warlike 
techniques and equipment, we have to trace first the story 
of the horse’s domestication, before we set out to 
demonstrate its use as a machine of war. A few hones of 
the horse have been found in association with the second 
phase of the Sialk culture (c.Uth millennium B.C.) in
i
Northern Persia. At Rana Ghundai in the Zhob valley of
Baluchistan, teeth of the domesticated horse have been
2
discovered in the deposits of RG I; these people bred, 
besides horses, asses and cattle which were distinctly
-Z
Indian. Ross tells us that they ’had little 
constructional ability, perhaps no knowledge of metal’,
1. Stuart Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.1575 Childe,
New Light on the Most Ancient East, p.l93« Bones of the 
horse found at Anau I in Turkestan (cf. Piggott, loc. 
cit.; Childe, What Happened in History, 1950, pp.82-83) 
have been reidentified as those of the onager by 
Lundholm, Abstammung Und Domestikation des Hauspferdes, 
Zoologiska Bidrag Fran Uppsala 27:1-289 (19^ 4-9)•
Engravings of riders on bone objects from Susa (c.3000 B.C.) 
do not clearly depict the ridden species. But for more 
evidence, see Le Grain, L.L., Horseback Riding in 
Mesopotamia in the Third Millennium B.C., Bulletin of 
the University Museum lls(i|): 27-32, Philadelphia,
University of Pennsylvania Press, 19U8.
2. Journal of Near Eastern Studies,V,19U6, p.316.
3. Ibid., p.311.
and to them even ’the potter’s wheel was unknown.’ The 
evidence of RG- I suggests that they were nomadic horse- 
riding herdsmen who used the site as a camping ground. 
Clearly, the horse was ridden first and yoked later in 
the story of its domestication. It will he interesting 
in this connection to draw attention to two little known 
terra-cotta specimens found by Sir Aurel Stein during the 
course of his explorations in Baluchistan. One of these 
comes from Periano-ghundai in the Zhob district and 
represents a horse. It was found in association with 
ceramic wares characteristic of the chalcolithic age. The 
second fragment of a coarsely made terra-cotta figurine 
comes from Zayak and ’seems to represent the head of a 
h o r s e . T h e  painted pottery points to the occupation 
going as far back as the chalcolithic times.
Again, among the potsherds of painted ware on
Gushanak hill, Stein found a small fragment showing a
horse with rider, a subject not otherwise known to him
5
from chalcolithic or later ware.
1. Journal of Near Eastern Studies, V,19*4-6, p.311.
2. Stein, An Archaeological Tour in Waziristan and Northern 
Baluchistan, 1929, p.38, pi.VII, P.W.6; cf. Piggott, 
op.cit., p.126.
3. Stein, MASI, No.k3, An Archaeological Tour in G-edrosia, 
p.3U, pi.I, Z.W.5.
U. Ibid., p.33.
5. Ibid., p.118; pi.XXII, Gush.U.
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Bones of the domesticated horse were unearthed at 
Mohenjodaro, a foot and ten inches deep Beneath the 
surface."1" We have already noted the occurrence of horse’s 
"bones in the earliest pre-Harappan layer at Rana Ghundai,
and it is more than likely that the people of the Indus
2
also "bred horses. Bones of the domestic ass, too, were 
found at Harappa, at varying depths.
Further light on the subject is thrown By the 
discovery at Lothal in Kathiawar of three terra-cotta
L
horses, doubtless representing the domesticated animal.
Przyluski has shown that names like Satvant,
Satvata and Nasatya have a non-Aryan radical sata which 
appears in the modern Munda languages in the form of 
sadam, meaning ’horse’.*^ Of the two radicals meaning 
’horse’, sat is non-Aryan, asva is Aryan. Some Breed 
of the horse or pony (sada as in Skt. sadin = rider)
must have Been known to the Austric speaking pre-Aryan
c
peoples of India.
1. Marshall, Mohenjodaro and the Indus Civilization, 1931, 
vol.II, p.653; pl.CLXII, fig.9*
2. Stuart Piggott, op.cit., p.157; Wheeler, The Indus 
Civilization, 2nd.ed., I960, p.65; The Dawn of 
Civilization (ed. Piggott), p.231*
3. B.Prasad, MASI, 51, Animal Remains from Harappa, p.28; 
cf. Piggott, op.cit., p.157.
U. Indian Archaeology, 1959-60 - A Review, p.18, pl.XVE.
5. Przyluski, ’Hippokoura et Satakarni’, JRAS, 1929,
p.273 ff.; ’Satvant, Satvata and Nasatya, IKQ.,IX, 1933,
pp.88-91.
6. S.K.Chatterji in The Vedic Age, p.150; cf. also, 
Polyglottism in Indo-Aryan, Seventh Oriental Conference, 
pp.183-185.
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Whatever the original centre of the horse's 
domestication and the exact routes of its diffusion 
eastward and westward, if we deny the possibility of 
independent achievements, it has to he conceded in the 
light of archaeology and philology that the tame horse was 
certainly known to the inhabitants of India even before 
the advent of the Rgvedic Aryans and their galloping 
beasts that brooked no opposition in their sweeping 
onslaught. There is no evidence to prove the use of the 
horse in warfare in pre-Aryan India. There might have 
been some stray and sporadic experiments in this period; 
but the heyday of the war-horse dawned with the age of 
the Rgveda.
All earlier scholars believed that the horse was 
seldom ridden in peace, and never in war, during the 
Vedic times. There are a number of passages, however, 
interspersed through the Vedic literature, which prove 
the contrary to be true in both cases. The horse was 
perhaps first domesticated to round up and drive home 
grazing herds of cattle. Man rode him first; the 
invention of the wheeled vehicle came later. Before, 
however, we come to the analysis of literary data, we 
should cast a glance across the borders of India, and 
not study the problem in isolation.
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The Hittites made use of messengers on horseback
in war.'*’ Four tablets from Boghaz K8y reveal that they
had in their employ a horse-trainer of the land of the
Mitanni, who worshipped Aryan gods under Indian Vedic 
2
names. Wolfram von Soden and H. Kronasser have pointed
out that Indian horse-terms are present in the Akkadian
text of the Huzi documents. Vittore Pisani thinks
that in some adjectives for the horse, - babrunnu/
paprunnu, b/pinkarannu and zirramannu/zirrannu, -
Sanskrit words such as babhru, pingala and jira are
recognisable.^" This constitutes an important evidence
of Aryan associations with Akkad.
The word Id gudanut signifying a horse-trainer in
the Assyrian records, has also been traced to an Indo­
re
European etymology. The Assyrians had a different word
1* O.R.Gurney, The Hittites, p.106.
2. See above, p. 48-
3. Cf. Wiener Zeitschrift ftLr die Kunde des Morgenlandes, 
vol.LIII, 1957, p.l8lff.
4. ABORI•, vol.39, 1958, pp.133-134.
5. E.Ebeling,Bruchsttlcke einer mittelassyrischen 
Vorschriftensammlung fttr die Akklimatisierung und 
Trainierung von Wagenpferden, Berlin, 1951, p.11. 
Scholars like F.W.Thomas, D.R.Bhandarkar, N.G.Majumdar, 
and R.IT.Dandekar have suggested the derivation of the 
Vedic asura from assur, which is not inherently 
improbable, and may point to the reminiscences of 
contacts outside India. Cf. JRAS, 1916, pp.363-6d; 
Bhandarkar’s Asoka, Third ed., pp.194,195,196ff.;
JDL., XI, 1924, pp.178-179; ABORI, vol.31, p.41.
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for the horse in general, sisu, including the chariot or
draught horse, as distinct from the cavalry horse called
pithallu. The Assyrians had cavalry from an early date.
In the period between the middle of the second millennium
B.C., and the end of the New Assyrian empire, cavalry,
largely though not entirely, took the place of chariots.'1'
Ethiopean cavalry is also mentioned in the records of the
2Assyrian campaigns. And there is a reference to an 
Urartian king running away from the battlefield on a mare. 
Indeed, the organisation of a superb Urartian cavalry is 
adumbrated in the record of Sargon's VUIth campaign:
"[As to] the people who live in that area in the land of 
Urartu, everyone there is, their like does not exist for 
skill with cavalry horses. The foals, young steeds born 
in his [the king's] spacious land, which they rear for his 
royal contingents and catch yearly, until they are taken 
to the land of Subi [the area which the people of Urartu 
call fMannai-1and *] and their quality (?) becomes apparent, 
will never have had anyone straddling their backs; yet in 
advancing, wheeling, retreating, or battle disposition,
1. Armas Salonen, Hippologica Accadica, pp.15-16, 
Helsinki 1956.
2. J.B.Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to 
the Old Testament, Princeton University Press, 1950, 
p.267.
lUb
they are never seen to "break ranks,"1 The description
is full and vivid, fully supported "by the discovery of
a "bronze quiver and helmet adorned with friezes of chariots
2
and horsemen, at Karrnir-Blur in the Urartian territory.
The horsemen are armed to the teeth, with helmets, long 
lances and shields, while the spirited small "beasts gaily 
prance forward with erect manes and upraised tails.
The "beginning of the earlier period at the site may "be 
dated to the late 9th or 8th century B.C., while its
r Udestruction probably took place in about 625 B.C.
But let us return to Vedic India. The association of 
the chariot with royalty and the high and mighty, its 
shattering force and great projectile efficacy against 
the ranks of the enemy put in the shade the cavalry, which 
is nevertheless mentioned now and then in the whole range 
of the Vedic literature. Addressed to the Maruts, RV.V.61 
proves beyond doubt the use of cavalry in war:
1. F.Thureau-Dangin, Une relation de la huitieme campagne 
de Sargon, lines 170-1735 translation by Dr.H.W.F.Saggs, 
SoO.A.Se, London.
2. R.D.Barnett and W.Watson, Iraq, vol.lU, Russian 
Excavations in Armenia, pp.139 ff.
3« Iraq, 1U, p.lUO, fig.15. The horse is of an extinct 
small species; cf. Ibid., p.li}lu
U. Ibid., p.13/4.
1. '0 heroes lordliest of all, who are ye that have
singly come
Forth from a region most remote?
2. Where are your horses, where the reins? How came 
ye? how had ye the power?
Rein was on nose and seat on hack.
3. The whip is laid upon the flank. The heroes stretch 
their thighs apart,
Like women when the babe is born.t1 
The evidence suggests that the Maruts, representing the 
fighting people, must have largely ridden horses, though 
some of them did make use of chariots. Passages like 
RV.VII.56.1, referring to 'Rudra's young heroes borne by 
noble steeds' with swords and lances for their weapons, 
reinforce the idea. Another verse describes them as
so crowded in their onward sweep that those in front feel
2
the quick breath of those behind. The Sama Veda also 
thus describes the Maruts: 'the strong youths have come 
forth to view, to show their strength, God Savitar’s 
quickening energy: ye warrior horsemen, win the heavens.’^
1. RV.V.61.1, ke gtha narah £resthatama ya ekaeka ayaya. 
paramasyah paravatah
2, kva vo '^vah kvlPbhi^avah katham seka katha ya.ya •
R??the sado nasoryamah
3, .jag&ane coda esarfi vi~’sakthani naro yamuh. putrakythe 
na .janayah.
2. Ibid., VII#56*3« Also see Griffith's note on p.5U of his 
'The Hymns of the Rigveda; Second ed., vol.II.
3. SV.I.V.l .5.9, avirmarya a va.jaA vajino agmam devasya 
savituh savaifi.~vargM arvanto jayata.
The Sama speaks again of the ’banded Maruts in the
forefront of the heavenly hosts that conquer and demolish,
And the Atharva Veda refers to the sharp and formidable
2
front of the Maruts. Of these Maruts, indeed, many rode
horses. The Taittiriya Saifihita mentions the seven troops
of the Maruts, which must have been seven bodies of
cavalry and chariotry. In many of the passages where the
Maruts are described as riding, no specific mention of
chariots occurs, and it is simpler and more natural to
interpret them as referring to riding on horseback. The
h
Maruts are in fact the most numerous among the gods, 
and are apparently thought of on the analogy of the 
commoners in the army of a king and his nobles. More of 
this, however, later.
The Rgveda refers to heroes well-mounted and eager 
for battle, and to ’fighting hand to hand and on
1. SV.II. IX. 3.3.2.
2. AV.IV.27.7.
3# TS.V.h.7, also designates the Maruts as ’the people’. 
RV.VIII.85.8, refers to sixty-three Maruts - according 
to Sayana, nine companies of seven each. 3b.II.5.1*13> 
speaks of the Maruts as distributed in troops of seven 
each; cf. also IX.3.1.25.
k. PB.XXI.1U.3.
3. RV. IV.U2.5 > mam narah sva^va va.iayanto mam vrtah 
samarane havante .... See Wilson’s translation.
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h o r s e b a c k . W e  must not forcibly bring in the chariot
where it is not mentioned. Horsemen are again mentioned
2
in an unmistakable military context in a Rgvedic hymn,
3
which is also repeated in the later Saifihitas:
’the war drum speaks aloud as battle’s signal.
Our heroes, winged with horses,^ come together. Let 
our car warriors, Indra, be triumphant. '
Here is a distinction, clear and deliberate, between the 
cavalry and the chariots who have gathered together on 
the field of battle to court the goddess of victory.
’Loud neighed the steed in frays for kine’, says another 
Rgvedic hymn. Light cavalry must have played an 
indispensable part in cattle raids and border depredations, 
as horsemen would be very useful in surprises and rounding 
up cattle and driving them home. That much of the warfare 
consisted of mere cattle raids, is proved by the very
1. RV.I.8.2, ni yena mustihatyaya ni vytra runadhamahai. 
tvotaso nyarvata. The*word arvata meaning literally 
*with a "horse1, is explained by Sayana as fighting on 
horseback. Wilson follows him. It is curious that in 
the Vedic literature, the horse as. arvan is often 
associated with the Asuras. Cf. TSoVII.5•25•2;
SB.X.6.U.l. Arvantam definitely refers to a ridden 
horse in RV. 1 .163.9;" VS.XXIX.20; TS.IV.6.7.U.
2. RV.VI.U7•31> ••• ketumad dundubhirvavadlti. samasvaparna« 
scaranti no naro 1 s'makamindra' rathino jayantu
3. AV.■VI. 126. 3 "TS.IV.6.6.7; VS.XXIX.57
U. ’mounted on their steeds’ according to Wilson.
5. RV.I.36.8, krandada^vo gavistisu.
word gavisti used in the Rgveda to denote a fight.
Riding in peace and war is suggested hy a numher of 
other Rgvedic verses, RV.I,l63.2, clearly refers to 
Indra mounting a horse,^ while verse 9 points out that he 
was the first of all to do so. This seems to indicate 
the antiquity of riding; Indra, ever impatient of peace, 
must have pressed heels into his horse in the arena of war.
RV.I.162.17* thus addresses the sacrificial horse:
'If one, when-seated-in-the-saddle (sade), has by 
excessive urging with heel or whip distressed thee’.
There is nothing to preclude the possibility that the 
horse had been ridden on the field of battle before it 
was chosen for the honour of sacrifice.
Akra, in several passages of the Rgveda, means 
according to Roth a riding horse.^ A simile in 
RVoIX.lOO.U, mentions a victorious warrior’s horse. Prom 
the fact that a single horse is referred to and the 
chariot, normally drawn by two or four horses, is not 
mentioned, it appears that the horse in question must 
have been ridden.
1. RV.I.I63.2, adh.yatisthat .. .asvaifi ; cf. TS. IV. 6,7*1*
2. See A.K.CoomaraswamyJ Horse-riding in the Rgveda and 
Atharvaveda, JAOS., vol.62, 19^ -2, pp.l39“ldO;
cf. TS.IV.6.9•2.
3. Cf.RV.I.lii3.7; 1.189.7; III.1 .12; IV.6.3; X.77.2; 
ZDMG-, kS,ll8; Vedische Studien, 1,168,169. The word 
asviva in RV.II.27.16, also means a horseman.
Ill
Ghate points out that the Asvins are identified or 
connected with the Greek Dioskouroi, the sons of Zeus, 
Cas/tor and P o l l u x A s v i n  means one having a horse, and
Przyluski has shown that the Asvins were Horse-Gods
2
before they became horsemen. The connection with horses 
comes out singularly in the case of the Dioskouroi, who 
are renowned tamers and riders of horses as well as 
charioteers.
The use of the term sada or sadas in RV.I.162,17 and 
V.61.2, makes it clear that sadinah in AV.XI.10.2U must 
mean, in accordance with the commentary, asvarudhah, i.e. 
’mounted on horses'.^- Whitney translates: 'Who have 
chariots, who have no chariots, those without seats and 
they who have seats .... ' The commentator explains the 
asadas by foot-soldiers. The reference is more likely
to enemies 'whether in chariots, on horseback, or on foot', 
than to enemies 'possessed of chariots, or seated [in 
chariots] or on foot, ' which is meaningless and
1. Ghate's Lectures on the Rigveda, Second ed., 1926,p.151.
2. J.Przyluski, Indian Culture, vol.3, 1936-37* 'Asses, 
Horses and Gandharvas', p.6l7*
3« Ghate,loc.cit., p.151.
L. AV.XI.10.2U, ye rathino ye aratha asada ye ca sadinah;
cf. Vedic Index,II. p.hUh.
3* a^vadiyanarahitah padata.yah
tautologous. We have also noted earlier the derivation 
of the Sanskrit sadin from the pre-Aryan Austric languages 
of India.1
2Coomaraswamy points out in connection with RV.IV.UO.U 
as cited in TS.I.7.8.3 that "Dadhikra, the Sun, is not 
here a chariot horse”. "In our text the kratu Tafter 
which' (anu) the horse is effective is the rider's, i.e. 
that of the Person in the Sun, he 'whom not all men see 
with the mind', rather than that of the Sun himself 'whom 
all men see with the eye.'” He illustrates his point hy 
referring to the Buddhist sculptures of the Abhinikkhamana 
where the presence of the Bodhisattva on the hack of the 
saddled and riderless horse is felt hut not seen.
AV.XIX.53*1 refers to 'Time' as 'a horse that
•Z
drives with seven reins ... him the vihrant poets mount'.
The same verse says further that 'his wheels are all the 
worlds'.^ The 'wheels', according to Whitney, show that 
the mounting 'is not on the hack of the horse, hut on the 
chariot drawn hy him'.^ Coomaraswamy remarks that 'the 
words mean what they say, i.e. that Time is a horse, and
1. See ahove, p . »
2. JAOS•, 62, p.139.
3. AV0XIX.53.1> kala asvo vahati saptarasmih ... taifi a 
rohanti kavayo vipascitah.
tasya cakra hhuvanani visva.
5* Whitney, H .0.S., vol.8, 1905, p.9$7.
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this horse rides in a seven wheeled chariot drawn "by 
seven horses ....’; Time is the ’source and principle 
of the Sun ... the chariot is essentially identical with 
the solar chariot as described elsewhere, while the 
Sun is explicitly a steed in RV.VII.77»3» as is 
Prajapati elsewhere. The Sun is thought of as a wheel, 
and also thought of as riding in a chariot having one 
or more, often seven, wheels. It is perfectly possible 
to combine these images, and to think of the God as a 
horse in a horse-drawn chariot, or as a wheel in a 
wheeled v e h i c l e C o o m a r a s w a m y  refers to the 
illustration in Porrer of an Indian saddled sun-horse
p
borne on a four-wheeled car, and also to that of a
3
horse and rider borne on a four-wheeled chariot. Bulls
U
as solar symbols are also represented on chariots. A
5
horse with wheels in place of feet is also illustrated.
A man with wheels instead of feet is found amongst the 
signs of the Harappan culture. Buddha, likewise, 
identifies himself with the Dhamma and speaks of both as
1. Coomaraswamy, op.cit., pp.l39-lUO.
2. Porrer, Les chars cultuels prehistoriques et leurs 
survivances aux epoques historiques, fig.3 3 0  (Paris,1932).
3. Ibid., fig.20.k; cf. pi.IV.
U. Ibid., figs. 11 and 30.1.
5. Ibid., fig.20.5.
6. Hunter, The Script of Harappa and Mohenjodaro, London,
193^, pl.XXXII,f.
charioteers, and hears the marks of the wheels on his 
hands and feet.1 A Sun-wheel drawn hy a single horse 
standing on a six-wheeled chariot from Trundholm, 
making up a total of seven wheels, is another 
illustration in point. The imagery of the Atharvavedic 
hymn is presumably of the same kind.
The Atharva Veda refers to the tramp of the Tdust-
p
raising horsemanf in a context that seems to point to
a cattle-raid. Another passage mentions the hody of the
horse carrying another hody; the commentator very
plausibly takes tanvaifi to refer to the rider. And
elsewhere, the same Veda talks about fa horseman!s dayTs
JourneyT The Va.jasaneyi Samhita refers to the horse­
's 6 7rider, the horse-keeper, and the stable-master. The
rider of the horse represented a vocation, presumably
that of the mercenary warrior. The same Sarfihita calls
1. Coomaraswamy, op.cit., p.ll+O.
2. AV.IV.21.U, na ta arva renukakato ’snute 
cf. Whitney, H.O.S., vol.7> p.l&7«
3. AV.VI.92.3, tanuste va.jintanvam na.yanti ...; the 
commentator explains: arudhas.ya sadinah sariraifi.
k • AV.VI.131.3, yaddhavasi tri.yo.ianam paficayo.ianamasvinam.
Cf. Whitney, 1oc . c i t., p .300.
3. VS„XXX.13j a^vasadin
6. Ibid., XXX.ll, asvapa; TB.Ill.U.9*1• VS.XVI. 2k and 
KS.XVII. 13 mention a^vapati.
7. VS.XiCC.6, suta.
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the earth 'Manu’s mare’,1 which thus metaphorically
carries the representative man on its hack,,
The ass, and perhaps also the horse, were even used
2
as beasts of burden. The pride of place in this
category was, of course, given to the ass which is called
in the Taittirlya Sarfthita the best burden-gatherer of
animals.^ The Taittirlya Saifihita speaks of the sudra
Uand the horse being born of the feet of Prajapati. One 
would normally expect the horse to be associated with 
the ksatriya warriors, which, however, is not done; and 
one suspects that the sudras, who included large parts of 
the conquered native population, may have known and 
ridden the horse even before the advent of the Aryan.
That such indeed was the case, we have already seen, and 
riding rather than charioteering would have been their 
usual practice, for the latter is, within the Indian 
context, characteristically Aryan.
The Satapatha Brahmana refers to 'the animal which 
people mount by the [middle] body', which 'carries them 
forward and does not hurt them.'^ Another passage in the
1. VS.XXXVII .12, manora^vasi; &B.XIV.1•3.25.
2. TS.IV.1.!+.2, sthiro bhava vidvanya asurbhava va.jyarvan. 
prthurbhava su sada s tvamagneh * pur1savahanah.; V.5«10.7;
vS.XI.Ui4; SBoVi.U.U.3; AB.lil.U7Y*"-
3. TS.V.1.5«5> gardabhah pasunam bharabharitamo.
U. TS.VII.1.1.U-6V #
5. Sb .VII.3.2.17.
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same Brahmana refers to the horses of mail-clad men,1
pointing in all probability to cavalry. The Aitare.ya
2Aranyaka speaks of people mounting a horse sideways;
3
the Paficavirft^ a Brahmana talks of a journey on horseback;
-  kthe Taittirlya Brahmana clearly mentions riding; and
A^valayana distinguishes between a sad.ya, ’riding horse’, 
and a vahya, ’draught animal’.^  The Chandog.ya Upanisad 
refers to the a^vanaya, who seems to have been the 
leader of a body of cavalry. The same Upanisad 
contains another allusion to the Kurus being saved by a 
mare, pointing thus perhaps to the prowess of cavalry.^
We possess the clear testimony of the Nikayas and the 
Spies to conclude that cavalry must have by now become 
an established and time-honoured branch of the armed 
forces. The word caturaAga occurs as early as the
Q
Rgveda in the sense of ’four-limbed’ with reference to
1. SB.XIII.5.Aul6. The St. Petersb. Die. construes 
trayastrim^ah along with sat sahasrani = 6033 horses 
of mail-clad men.
2. AAo I o 2. A.5 •
3. PB.XXI. 1.9; cf. Caland, Pahcaviifi^a Brahmana, p.5U8 . 
k. TB.III.A*.7.1.
5. Sutra, IX.9.lA|.
6. CH U.VI.8.3 and 3.
7. Cf.CHI.,I,p.120.
8. RV.X.92.11; cf.3B.XII.3.2.2. The word caturaAga
in the sense of the army occurs in the Atharva Veda 
Parisistas, but these are supposed to be later in 
point of time.
the human "body; in the later literature it is regularly 
used to denote a fourfold army. The Sama Vidhana 
Brahmana mentions clearly the fourfold classification 
of the army with elephants, horses, chariots and 
infantry
To credit the Rgvedic Aryans with the organisation 
of a disciplined cavalry will no doubt be forcing the 
evidence beyond its warrant; but to deny the existence 
of warriors fighting on horseback will also amount to 
a baseless rejection of the affirmative data we have 
drawn from the text of the Rgveda and the rest of the 
Vedic literature that follows it. The onus of proving 
the contrary lies on him who cannot find a textual basis 
to vindicate the validity of his preconceptions.
Macdonell and Keith, indeed, admit that riding was
2
known in the Rgvedic period, but at the same time 
hold that it was unsuited to Vedic ideas and never 
practised in battle. The warrior depended on his bow 
and arrow, which could not be effectively used from 
horseback in the absence of stirrups and a proper
1. SVB.,III.6.11, hastyasvarathapadatayah.
2. Vedic Index, II, p.qljlj-; cf. Macdonell in JRA.S, 1893, 
p.U37, n.6; Zimmer, AL., p.296.
saddle.'3' The fallacy of this sweeping argument is 
amply demonstrated hy the spirited sculptures of 
Assyria in the British Museum, which depict kings and 
nohles riding on horseback, galloping at full speed, 
without proper saddles or any kind of stirrups, shooting 
arrows and hunting lions. Such feats are indeed no 
child’s play, and indicate the sureness of aim that 
could he combined with speed on a careering horse. As 
far as we know, no stirrups were known to the Nikayas
p
and the Epics; they do not appear even in the days of 
Alexander, who was himself a splendid horseman, and had 
an efficient cavalry and a hody of mounted archers in 
his army. Indeed, stirrups are not known anywhere 
else in the world until we find them first in India, 
among the sculptures of Sanchi, Bhaja, Pitalkhora and
1 . Vedic Index, II, p.1+16; cf. Whitney, JAOS.,3, p.312; 
CHI., I,p.98) Rau, Staat und Gesellschaft im alten 
Indien, p.101. Indian historians and writers on 
military affairs only repeat the earlier authorities, 
with hut slight reservations. See, Date, The Art of 
War in Ancient India, 1929, p.UU; P.C.Chakravarti,
The Art of War in Ancient India, p.33;
V.R.R.Dikshitar, Vtfar in Ancient India, 19U8, p.l7U; 
B.K.Majumdar, Military System in Ancient India, 19&0,
p .16 0
2. Hopkins, JAOS., 13, pp.261+,265 and note.
Mathura,'1' The lack of stirrups or the saddle, therefore, 
as we know them today, never bothered the ancients who 
developed their cavalry to suit the needs of their 
day. The evidence in our possession suggests, moreover,
that the Vedic cavalrymen made use of the lance and the
2
sword as their chief weapons of offence.
The chariot, as we have said before, was the 
symbol of royalty and ridden in war by the kings and 
their nobles. The less fortunate among the ksatriyas
1T1.5
1. Marshall, Guide to Sanchi, p. 138*5 Piggott, Prehistoric 
India, p.266; Bachhofer, Early Indian Sculpture, vol.II, 
pi.72, lower left; Ancient India, no.15* The Rock-cut 
Caves of Pitalkhora in the Deccan, pl.LV facing p.77* 
fig.B. Also see Basham, The Wonder That Was India, 
p.37U, fig.xxiii. This stirrup was perhaps no more 
than a loose rope loop. The true metal stirrup in 
India before the 9th century A.D. remains to be 
demonstrated. (Coomaraswamy, JAOS., 52, 1932, p.85)*
The robust sculpture of the horseman from Amarkantak 
illustrated in MASI., no.23* 1931* pi.LI, (b), p.108, 
shows his foot in a true stirrup, long before India 
resounded with the hoofs of the Mughal horses.
fStirrups cannot be traced in China before, nor does 
the character for stirrups with radical denoting metal, 
come into use until after, the Han period ....’ 
(Coomaraswamy, loc.cit.). In India, riding was 
commonplace early enough, as well as popular, as 
evidenced by the sculptures of even women riding at 
Bharhut (Cunningham, Stupa of Bharhut, pi.XXXII,6) and 
Sanchi (Maisey, Sanchi and its Remains, pi.XXX,6).
Also see Bachhofer, Early Indian Sculpture, vol.I,
pi.22, right, female flag-bearer on horseback at Bharhut.
2. The Maruts invariably make use of these weapons;
see, for example, RV.I.31.1; 37*2; 6U.11; $5.U; 88.1,3; 
166.h; 168.3; V.5U.11; 57.2,6; VIII.20.11.
probably, and a section of the people certainly, fought 
on horseback, as the various references to the Maruts 
and warriors cited above seem to indicate. The Maruts 
are identified with the people,1 and must have had their 
counterparts in the army of the mortals. We may lend 
support to our contention with an apt analogy. Some 
strata of population amongst the people of ancient 
Mesopotamia (c.1850 B.C.) considered it undignified for 
their king to ride on horseback. !My lord should not 
ride on a horse. Let my lord ride on a chariot or 
indeed on a mule, and let him do honour to his royal
p
status. f It proves that though the king seldom rode 
a horse, but usually a chariot or even a mule in 
conformity with his dignity, the practice must have been 
widespread amongst other parts of the population. It 
further proves that even the king could at times ride a 
horse, forgetting the while his august status. Certainly 
in Assyria in the first millennium he did so, as the 
British Museum sculptures show. The Urartian king,
1 . TS. V.U.7.75 SB.II.5.2.27,3*+,36; IV.3.3*6.
2. Archives Royales De Mari, vol.VI, no.76, Rev.22 to 25;
H.W.P.Saggs, The Greatness that was Babylon, p.195*
For a brief discussion of the meaning of this text, 
see I.J.Gelb, J.C.S.,XV, 1961, p.37, n.31; p.*+l, n.U5«
likewise, rode his royal chariot, hut had a splendid 
cavalry, and could himself ride on horseback, if 
necessity so dictated. Says Sargon of him: ’With my
single chariot and the cavalry that goes at my side, 
[namely] the body-guard(?) commanded(?) by Sin-ah-usur, 
like a furious arrow I fell upon his centre and smote 
him .... To save his life he abandoned his chariot and 
rode on a mare, and fled in front of his troops.
In Assyria and the land of the Urartu, therefore, 
the people not infrequently rode horses in war as in 
peace, while the kings rode in their chariots. So also, 
presumably, did the Vedic people and their kings and 
nobility. The intimate Aryan knowledge of the horse 
and love for the animal presupposes a riding tradition 
of long duration.
The question has never before been examined from 
a practical and economic point of view. Did all the 
Aryans, or indeed most of them, the noble and the 
plebeian, ride across the passes of Khyber on chariots - 
as they poured into India in their thousands - their 
wheels with only four or six spokes rumbling along the
1. F.Thureau-Dangin, Une relation de la huitieme campagne 
de Sargon, lines 132-133 and IkO; translation by 
Dr.H.W.F.Saggs.
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tortuous paths of the rocky, humpy and difficult 
terrain? Was it possible? Did most of the Anyans who 
came to India, possess chariots? Did every Aryan who 
owned a horse, necessarily own a chariot as well? How 
many among them owned two or more horses that they 
could yoke to their chariots? A horse with the old 
strangling harness would not he ahle to pull the chariot 
along the steep paths, let alone the passengers as well.
The primitive chariot, held together hy belts of ox-hide 
and cords, would fall to hits and pieces on such a 
rugged highway. The Aryan chariots imported into India 
must have been dismantled and loaded on horseback through 
the Khyber and the difficult mountainous roads. Most of 
our travellers must have ridden their horses or wended 
their way on foot up and down the hilly tracts. The 
chariot in those ancient times was as complicated and 
costly a machine as the car is today, and certainly not 
everyone could afford the luxury.1 Keeping a single 
horse, again, is different from keeping two or four at 
a time. Hymns are not lacking in the Rgveda, depicting 
transparently, indeed pathetically, the want and nakedness,
1. Cf. W.R.Arnold, Solomon’s Horse-trade, JAOS., 26, First 
Half, 1905, p.lOU, furnishes an idea of the cost of a 
horse and chariot in the ancient world. They were the 
essentials of aristocratic life.
]lC6
poverty and misery of the average Aryan. Thus,
'The ribs that compass me give pain and trouble me 
like rival wives.
Indigence, nakedness, exhaustion, press me sore: my 
mind is fluttering like a bird's.
As rats eat weaver's threads, cares are consuming me, 
.1....
Herein lies the economic interpretation of the 
Aryan influx into India; the explanation of unceasing 
wars, prayers for heroes, wealth, horses and kine. There 
are a number of passages in the Rgveda and the rest of 
the Vedic literature where single horses are mentioned 
without being specifically associated with the chariot; 
the inference that many of them must have been ridden is 
quite justifiable. Though chariots with only one horse 
were not unknown, they formed exceptions rather than 
the rule on the field of battle. The chariot was 
doubtless the most telling instrument of war; victory 
or defeat depended largely on the courage and skill of 
the charioteers. The Vedic cavalry must only have been 
a light irregular force, excellent for skirmishing, 
harassing and terrifying by their shouts and gallop,
1 . RV.X.33.2,3.
and rounding up the hooty of cattle and driving them 
home. Horses must have operated where chariots could 
not, in the rough and rugged hilly terrain, where 
fighting is indicated in the hymns of the Rgveda and
the later Vedic literature.
1 2The Nikayas and the Vinaya presuppose the
existence of the four divisions of the army at an early 
period. The cavalry is an integral part of the armed 
forces. It does not appear as a new growth, hut as an 
institution sanctified hy time and usage. Riding in 
ordinary life is too commonplace to surprise us; the 
Buddha himself leaves home on horseback to wander forth 
into homelessness. KingsJ ride on horses as well as 
commoners. In Ratthapala sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya,^ 
the Kuru king is asked whether he was at the age of 20 
or 25 expert in handling a horse and in war. The king 
says that he assuredly was.
The horses of the north are prized in the Vinaya 
as in the Epics. Horse-dealers of Uttarapatha are
1. Digha, 111,200; Majjhima, III, 173,17^,176; Samyutta,
I, 73, hatthikayo, assakayo, rathakayo» pattikayo,
84; Ahguttara, III, 151 has: balava kho pana hoti 
caturarigini.ya senaya samannagato assavaya 
ovadapatikaraya; III, 157-158, 161-162," 397, etc.
2. Vinaya, I, 2l|l,3U2; 11,182; IV, 105.
3. Digha, I, 103-1OU.
4. Majjhima, II, 69.
1
mentioned as arriving with 500 horses* The Ma.inhima
o
Nikaya refers to the taming and training of the horse.
Horse-trainers are repeatedly mentioned. The 3haddali 
L
sutta vividly describes the training of the horse in 
the matter of wearing the hit and the harness, going
straight along, running in a circle, the art of the
5
special tread, galloping and neighing to command, the 
’royal trick’, the ’royal acrobatic feat’, matchless 
speed and manners. The horse thus becomes ’worthy of a
king, a royal treasure, ... an attribute of royalty'.
£
The Samyutta Nikaya mentions the assaroho gamani 
together with the assadamakat the horse-trainer. The 
former typifies the head of a village community, 
presumably of mercenary cavalrymen. The context helps
us grasp the real meaning of the assaroho gamani. The
_  _  7
Buddha receives visits from the yodha.iivo-gamani, the
g
hattharoho-gamani, the assaroho-gamani, and the
9
asibandhakaputta. The four seem to represent the four
1. Vinaya, III, 5«
2. Majjhima, II, 129.
3. Ibid., I, kk6; III, 222.
k. Ibid., I, kk6.
5. Khurakaya. ’The horse is trained to go along on the 
tips of its hoofs so that no sound is heard, MA. iii.
159.* (Horner, PTS. Trn.Series, no.30, p.118, n.U).
6. Sarfiyutta, IV, 310. Woodward renders assaroha as ’jockey', 
which is misleading.
7. Ibid., IV, 308.
8. Ibid., IV, 310.
9. Ibid., IV, 312, 31U. Woodward is quite wrong when he
takes the asibandhaka-putta to mean a snake-charmer, cf. 
PTS. Trn. Series, no.lU, p.218, n.5« Also see above, p.3 .^
l£b
divisions of the army. They live in their respective 
villages with their professions governed by heredity.
It is interesting to observe how social stratification 
grows apace with the specialisation of functions handed 
down to posterity.
The Samyutta Nikaya describes a war between 
Ajatasattu and Pasenadi. All the four divisions of the 
army are brought into action, and Pasenadi, the ultimate 
victor, confiscates the elephants, horses, chariots and 
infantry of his adversary."^ That the calvary fought in
a body and not merely scattered at random over the field,
2
is indicated by the Vinaya Pitaka which explains the 
massing of the army: 'Let elephants be on this side,
let horses be on this side, let chariots be on this 
side, let foot-soldiers be on this side.'
The Epics teem with references to the four 
divisions of the army; almost every parva of the 
Mahabharata mentions the cavalry as an immemorial and 
inseparable arm of the fighting forces.^ The poets 
cannot conceive of an army without the cavalry, and not
1. Samyutta, I, 83-81+.
2. Vinaya, IV. 107-108.
3. libh• 1.105.9; 2.25.20; 3.16.11; 3.17.2; 3.268.6;
k .31*28; 5.19.11; 5.1^9 .61; 5.161.2; 6.1+3.83; 12.100.9, 
etc.
the slightest iota of evidence could he adduced from the 
text to show that the idea was comparatively new to the 
age. Riding and fighting on horseback formed an 
obligatory part of a prince’s military training. Thus 
the education of Dhrtarastra, Pandu and Vidura includes
the inevitable course in horsemanship, Rama is an
2
expert rider and tamer of horses. Drona teaches 
Arjuna the art of fighting on horseback.^ The Adi parva 
describes a tournament organised by Drona to test the 
skill of his pupils after the completion of their 
education.^" The princes ride their horses with 
commendable skill, and hit the targets while in full
5
career with shafts incised with their respective names. 
That archery and horsemanship were not mutually 
incompatible, is again demonstrated by our evidence.
The Virata parva refers to the cavalry of the
£
Kurus. And the Udyoga parva admires the well trained 
and obedient steeds of brave warriors accoutred in mail, 
decked with ornaments and furnished with flags.^
1. Mbh.1.102,17.
2. Ram. Ayodhya, 1.28, arohe vinaye caiva yukto 
var anava ,j inaA.
3. Mbh.1.123.7.
U. Ibid., 1.12U.
5. Ibid., 1 . 1 2 k . 2 k .
6. Ibid., U ‘ 5 1 . 2 .
7. Ibid., 5.152.16.
Dhftarastra dwells 011 the virtues of his troops tested 
many a time in the management of horses
Hopkins wrote that ’in the Epic age we have, 
indeed, cavalry, hut unorganised. The mounted soldiers 
are recognised as a "body (kulam) apart from others, of 
course, hut do not act together. They appear as 
concomitants of the war-cars, dependent groups; hut 
separate horsemen appear everywhere. Their employment 
was much influenced hy that of the elephants. A hody 
of horsemen is routed hy an elephant. They were 
therefore detailed in small numbers to guard the war-cars 
and keep on the flanks of their own elephants. To the 
latter, indeed, they are formally assigned, hut seem
p
generally to he circling ahout the chariots.’ His 
argument follows from the supposition that the cavalry 
was an arm of relatively late growth, yet in its infancy. 
He has, therefore, restricted himself only to such 
passages as support him, and turned a hlind eye to 
others that militate against his hypothesis. That the 
employment of the horses was influenced hy that of the 
elephants is very true; hut so it was hy the use of the 
whole army. That the horses were routed hy an elephant,
1. Mbh.6.72.9-
2. Hopkins, JAOS., 13, pp.262,263.
may toe right; tout so were the chariots.1 That a number
of horses were assigned to each war-car, may not toe 
2
disputed; tout that the horsemen never acted in concert 
as a toody of cavalry, is totally unacceptable.
The Bhlsma parva provides a vivid spectacle of the 
feats of cavalry. Horsemen on chargers of speed and 
mettle rush against one another and send their ’bearded 
darts’ whistling through the air.^ They sweep across the 
field of battle creating confusion and slaughter with 
their lances.^ Their horses fall down as they dash 
against those of the enemy. Leaping high on their 
spirited steeds, some brave horsemen cut off the heads of
g
the charioted warriors. Kaurava warriors on their 
horses of precious breeds surround the army of the 
Pandavas.^ The king of G-andhara alone has a dreaded
1. Mbh. 6.i|U*2Uff.
2. Ibid., 6.20.16 assigns a hundred horsemen to every 
chariot of the Kuru army; did they not then form a toody 
virtually in their own right? Everyone admits that the 
Epic gives an unreal picture of the army units. Most of 
such passages are later interpolations made toy poets and 
theorists who had little knowledge of the usages of 
battle. See pp.33-34,
3. Ibid., 6.J+U. 20,21 •
U. Ibid., 6.86.31 (see f.n. 31 on p,U8U of the Bhlsma P., 
Cr. Ed.); 6.86.32 describes Raksasas riding on horseback 
with gulas and pattisas.
5. Itoido^  6.89.29; 6186.17• Poetic exaggeration, as tooth 
man and horse try to avoid a head-on collision.
6. Ibid., 6.M+.22.
7. Ibid., 6.86.1-U; verse 5 speaks of the Pandava cavalry 
meeting the challenge.
force of ten thousand horsemen who fight with lances.^
Even a monarch could in distress, like the Urartian9 *
example discussed earlier, ride on horseback. Duryodhana, 
deprived of chariot, horses and driver, rides on a horse 
to join Sakuni.2
The references cited above suffice to show that the 
Epic cavalry also acted in a body by itself, besides 
adding to the strength of chariots and elephants in a 
subsidiary capacity. No doubt, single horsemen are 
described here and there; but the Epic invariably 
pictures a pandemonium as soon as the battle starts, and 
all the order is blown to the four winds. Conclusions 
from poetic descriptions of this confusion are hard to 
draw, and generalisations are seldom valid. The Epic is 
poetry and at times must not be taken too literally, while 
elsewhere it is dismissed with a shrug and without apology.
The cavalry in the Epic does not make any 
significant contribution to victory or defeat. Fortunes 
fluctuate with the rise and fall of the charioteering 
heroes. The poet is far too much engrossed with these 
supermen to do justice to any other arm of the forces.
The cavalrymen, says Hopkins, ’are mainly conspicuous 
through falling off their horses, quite often from fear
1 . Mbh.9.22.29> prasayodhinam
2. Ibid., 9.2U.20-22.
alonef But who in the Epic is impervious to fear 
except the chosen few; exaggerated verses describing the 
terror which the heroes strike in the enemy are unworthy 
of quotation as serious historical documents. And yet 
it must be true that sometimes the horsemen slipped from 
their mounts. We must remember that the Epic horseman
p
sat on no proper saddle; nor did he have stirrups. He
wore his armour and carried his javelin, lance and sword,
-z.
besides a whipJ tied to his wrist to manage his horse.
How long could he keep his horse and seat in a real close 
fight?
We must also look beyond India to understand why 
the ancient cavalry was so ineffective. Polybius gives 
us a vivid account of the battle of Cannae where Hannibal 
exterminated a Roman army twice as big as his own.
The Romans leapt from their horses when they had scarcely 
become engaged, and each seized his adversary^ This 
indicates that the Roman cavalry did not usually fight 
hand to hand like the foot-soldiers. They threw 
themselves in a gallop on the enemy cavalry. When within 
javelin range, they slackened their gait if the enemy 
had not turned their backs, and threw some javelins. They
1. Hopkins, op.cit., p.263.
2. Ibid., p.26U.
3. Ibid.
Cf. Polybius, The Histories, vol.II, Loeb Edn.,
Book III, 113.
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then took to the rear again and prepared to repeat the 
charge. The other side did the same, until one of the 
two thought that the enemy was really going to attack, 
turned in flight and was pursued to the limit. At 
Cannae, however, the opposing cavalries engaged, and man 
fought man. For riders mounted on simple saddle-cloths 
and without stirrups, encumbered with a lance, sword and 
shield, to fight man to man is to fall together and fight 
on foot* And that is what invariably happened whenever 
two ancient cavalry organisations really had to fight.1 
Examples taken from Caesar indicate that the ancient 
cavalryman could achieve little against formed infantry,
or even against the isolated infantryman possessing
2coolness.
Back in India, the Epic horsemen did comparatively 
little to affect the issues of the combat precisely for 
the same reasons. The charioteer, the maharathin, was
1. In a fight against the Hernici the Roman horsemen, 
according to Livy, asked the consul for permission 
to fight on foot. The Gauls, Germans, Parthanians 
also dismounted whenever they had really to fight. 
See Ardant Du Picq, Battle Studies, p.78*
2. Ibid., p.6L.
in command,1
Fighting apart, knights on horseback attend on
2
the monarch in the Epic and act like aides-de-camp.
The Bhlsma parva refers to messengers on horseback sent 
by the Pandavas to make their troops desist from 
further fight. The Epic, in short, knows every use of 
the horse in war.
1. Cavalrymen fled from fear of Arjuna, leaving their 
horses behind (Mbh.6.51•25)• The horse enabled man to 
charge with speed, but it also provided tho means of
an equally rapid escape. The chariot-warrior shot down 
a number of horsemen whenever he got them within his 
range (Mbh.6.i+4«23) •
2. Hopkins, op.cit., p.263*
3. Mbh.6.115.26. 'The Hittites also made use of messengers 
mounted on horseback; see above, p. 104.
CHAPTER IV 
Elephants
The association of man and elephant dates hack to a 
period of remote antiquity. The hones of the animal 
unearthed at Mohenjodaro, the faithful figurines and the 
familiar representations on the seals of the Indus sites 
point to the beginnings of this fateful friendship;1 the 
docility, intelligence and easy obedience of the elephant 
must have led to its quick use, once it was known and 
captured. That the civilization of the Indus, in the 
plenitude of its prosperity, made use of the elephant for
1. Marshall, Mohenjodaro and the Indus Civilization, II, 
p.6535 Mackay, Further Excavations at Mohenjodaro, II, 
pis. lxxix, 7 f&,13; lxxxiv,57; lxxxvi,171, depict docile 
elephants with a thorough familiarity. The animals 
are shown with a line extending from the top of the 
hack to just behind the foreleg. As no such fold is 
shown hy the natural conformation of the elephant's 
skin at this place, the line seems to indicate the 
forward edge of a saddle or drapery. At Kalibangan, a 
newly excavated Harappan site in northern Rajasthan, 
lumps of clay with clear seal impressions of the image 
of a horned elephant have been found; the animal looks 
like being caparisoned, with something like a cloth 
flung across its back. See, The Illustrated London 
News, March 2k, 1962, p.45U, fig.l; Indian Archaeology, 
1960-61 - A Review, pl.XLVIII, B.
riding and other purposes, appears almost certain;1 ’the
representations on the seals show the two breeds recognised
today in India, the Kamooria Dhundia with its flat hack,
square head, and stout legs, and the inferior Meergha,
* 2less heavily built and with a sloping back. The proto- 
Australoids were perhaps the first people to domesticate 
and train the elephant; the words ga.ja and matanga have 
been traced to the pre-Aryan peoples of India speaking 
Austric languages.
The elephant was known and tamed not in India alone, 
but also in other parts of the world at a comparatively 
early date. A clay plaque from Southern Mesopotamia, 
dated late 3rd or very early 2nd millennium B.C., clearly
1. Marshall, op.cit.; Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.137; 
Childe, New Light on the Most Ancient East, 1952, p.176; 
Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, i960, p.65> seems to 
accept the use of the elephant, with a slight 
reservation inevitable in the study of so much 
archaeological material. In an article entitled ’The 
Prehistoric Climate of Baluchistan and the Indus Valley’ 
published in the American Anthropologist, vol.63, no.2, 
Part 1, April 1961, pp.265 ff., RoL.Raikes and
R.H.Dyson, Jr., argue that the climatic conditions of 
that region are not materially different today from 
those of the past, and that the elephant (p.276) ’has 
never been reported west of the Central Provinces in 
India, although the possibility of a more western 
extension in earlier times cannot be ruled out. At 
the same time the extent of the Indus Civilization 
makes the importation of these animals from its 
periphery a perfectly reasonable possibility. ' The 
question of the climate is problematical, but the 
domestication of the elephant does not seem to be 
disputed.
2. Piggott, op.cit., p.157.
3. S.K.Chatterji in ’The Vedic Age’, 1951, p.150.
depicts an Indian elephant ridden by a man.^ Definite 
evidence of the elephant in Western Asia is found in the 
Egyptian monuments, specially those of the 18th Dynasty, 
Thothmes II received elephants from his Syrian tributaries, 
which indicates that the animal existed in Western Asia
p
and, more important, that it was already being tamed, 
Thothmes III slew no less than 120 elephants in a great 
hunt in the land of Nii, in northern Syria, Indeed, 
elephants must have abounded in that region.^ The 
Assyrian records, too, tell much the same story. Tiglath 
Pileser I (c.1100 B.C.) killed ten elephants and took four 
alive in the Haran region, in the middle Euphrates, not 
very far from the scene of the hunt of Thothmes III.^ 
Elephants were kept in the menagerie of Ashur-nasir-pal at 
Kalhu in the first half of the 9th century B.C.^ The 
Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser II, dating from about the 
middle of the 9th century B.C., mentions both ivory and 
elephant skins among the articles of tribute from Yakin
1. James E.Downs, The Origin and Spread of Riding in the 
Near East and Central Asia, American Anthropologist, 
vol.63, no.6, Dec.1961, p.1197*
2. J.HoBreasted, A History of Egypt, II ed., London, 1951> 
p.271.
3. JoIioBreasted,loc .cit., p.30L.
k* E.AoW.Budge and L.W.King, Annals of the Kings of 
Assyria, pp.83,86.
5. A.T.Olmstead, JAOS.,38, p.250,
and Adini near the head of the Persian Gulf."1- If not a 
native of these parts, the elephant may possibly have 
been imported from India, where it was already serving 
man in various ways. Another statement on the same 
monument includes living elephants among the items of 
tribute from the land of Musri. As these elephants must 
have been domesticated, scholars believed that they were
p
somehow obtained from India. And if elephants once 
abounded around the southern shores of the Caspian, the 
Aryans - at least some of them - might have seen and known 
the animal even before they came to India. The elephant 
disappeared from Western Asia perhaps owing to the 
destruction of its environment by man, and also his 
insatiable appetite for ivory.^
The elephant was once widely distributed in China.^ 
The Yu-Kung, dating from a time fairly early in the 
first millennium B.C., speaks of the ’country of docile 
elephants’, in present Southern Honan. The name indicates
1. C.W.Bishop, The Elephant and its ivory in Ancient China, 
JAOS., kl, p.291.
2. Ibid., p.292.
3. Arrian, Anabasis, Bk.3* ch.8, records the presence of 
an Indian contingent with fifteen elephants at 
Gaugamela in 331 B.C. The disappearance of the animal 
is attested by the march of Alexander through Western 
Asia, where he did not come across any wild elephants.
4^. A.A.Macdonell, The Origin and Early History of Chess, 
JRAS, 1898, p.131, n.l.
5. C.W.Bishop,loc.cit., p.299*
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not the mere presence of the elephant in Central China,
i
hut even its domestication. The state of Ch'u undoubtedly
p
kept domesticated elephants. Elephants were certainly
used in battle between the states of Wu and Ch'u in the
■5
later part of the sixth century B.C. Elephants, however, 
could not find a permanent place in Chinese warfare, as 
they were rapidly becoming scarce; indeed, their 
extinction was complete in the Yangtse valley - their last 
habitat in China - before the close of the fourth century 
B.C.1*
The Cambridge History of India^ says that the 
elephant appears in the Rgveda as a wild beast, myga, with 
a hand, hastin. while the later texts call it hastin only,
1. C.W.Bishop, op.cit, p.299.
2. Ibid.
3. P.Albert Tschepe, Histoire du Royaume de Tch’ou, 
Changhai, 1903, P*263 and n.5; JRAS, 1898, p.131# n.l; 
JAOS., 1+1, p.302.
1+. Ibid., p.303.
5. CHI.,I, p.81; cf. Whitney, JAOS, III, p.312; Vedic Index 
II, p.301, says that fthere is no trace of its use in 
war1. Is it reasonable to ask whether the inhabitants 
of the Indus drove an elephant here and there to scare 
away an enemy? Though direct evidence is lacking, it 
is not utterly improbable. Recent writers on early 
Indian warfare have failed to take note of the elephant’ 
domestication in the Indus Civilization. Thus for the 
Vedic period, P.C.Chakravarti, The Art of War in Ancient 
India, p.U7> and B.K.Majumdar, The Military System in 
Ancient India, p.l6, repeat only the earlier authorities 
Dikshitar, War in Ancient India, p.167, admits the use 
of elephants in war in the Rgvedic period, though he 
does not cite any textual evidence.
'a sign that the novelty of the animal had worn away.T 
When the authors of the Cambridge History wrote, little 
was known about the older Indus Civilization, the later 
discovery of which necessitated the rewriting of our 
ancient history and fresh explanations for various so- 
called Vedic and Hindu practices. If the Aryans were the 
people responsible for the destruction of the Indus cities, 
they must have learned much indeed in the process. And if 
the earliest Aryans in India were struck by the novelty of 
the elephant, it was but natural. Even Nadir Shah, in 
comparatively modern times, was equally impressed and 
refused to ride an elephant when invited to do so by the 
Mughal emperor. The elephant is a novelty even today in 
India as well as abroad. Its use was always confined to 
the kings and their nobility. But the novelty of the 
animal would not have deterred the Aryans from making use 
of it, if they were at all sensitive to previous example 
and precept. Even the word myga may not necessarily
o
imply ’wild*; a mere assumption of Roth became axiomatic 
for later writers, who refused to look around themselves,
1. Wheeler, Ancient India, no. 3# 19^ -7# P«$2; Early India 
and Pakistan, 1959# pp.113-1155 The Indus Civilization, 
i960, pp.96-99; Piggott, op.cit., pp.26lff. Cf. also, 
Gr.R. Sharma, The Excavations at Kau^ambi (1957-59)#
i960, pp.6-10.
2. Vedic Index, II, pp.171-172.
inside and outside India. Various other explanations can 
equally plausibly be given for the word. It may simply 
mean an ’animal*; it may imply a distinction between 
the wild and domesticated elephants; it may be no more 
than a poetic term. Parvatagiri used for a mountain in 
the Rgveda, does not mean that mountains were unknown to 
the Aryans."*" The word mrga also means ’an elephant
o
characterised by particular marks* in Sanskrit literature. 
We do not, however, dispute the inevitable increase of 
familiarity in the later Vedic period.
The elephant is mentioned in the Rgveda as mrga,
■2j
hastin ,ibha and varana. RV.X.UO.U describes hunters 
following wild elephants, possibly to capture them. And 
RV.IV.U.l thus addresses Agni : '... proceed like a king 
attended by his followers on his elephant (ibha): thou 
art the scatterer [of thy foes]: following the swift- 
moving host consume the Raksasas with thy fiercest 
flames’.^ Sayana, Wilson and G-eldner rightly take ibha 
to signify an elephant, which is its usual meaning in
1. The Vedic Age, p.217*
2. ’One of the three classes of elephants’, Monier 
Williams, Sanskrit Dictionary.
3. RV.I.6U.7; iv.i6.iU; iv.U.l; viii.33.8.
U. Ibid., IV.U.l, yahi rajevamavaifi ibhena, etc.; cf. U.N. 
Ghoshal, Kingship in the Rgveda, IHQ., 20, 19UU, p.37.
Sanskrit literature. The passage is significant as 
presaging the shape of things to come; the elephant makes 
its dehut as a royal mount in the Vedic literature; and if 
the context proves anything, the venue is the field of 
"battle •
RV.IXo57*3 compares Soma to a well disciplined and 
obedient king of the elephants.1 The reference clearly 
points to the taming and training of the elephant. A
p
very obscure passage of the Rgveda seems to speak of 
’two mad elephants bending their fore-quarters and 
smiting the foe*. If WilsonTs translation of this 
enigmatic passage be correct, here is another explicit 
proof of the use of elephants in war.
We must not be misunderstood. We are aware that 
the Aryan speciality was their chariotry, which indeed 
swept away all opposition like an avalanche. Nevertheless, 
we suggest that the use of the elephant was not impossible 
in the Rgvedic period as hitherto assumed, contrary to
1 . RVoIX.57«3# ibho ra.jeva suvratah; Geldner, HOS., vol.35# 
p.UO, inaccurately renders it as ’folgsamer KCnigselefant’. 
Cf.P.SoSastri, The Imagery of the Rgveda, ABORI, vol.29#p.168.
2. RV.X.106,6, srnyeva .jarbharl turpharitu naitoseva 
turnhari parpfiarlkaV etc.; cf. Dikshitar, op.cit., p.l67. 
Another Rgvedic passage, VIII.U5•5# may probably refer
to the use of the elephant in war, if the word apsah, 
as explained by Sayana, is taken to mean a darsaniyo 
ga.jah. That, however) is doubtful.
evidence, both literary and archaeological. It would be 
difficult to explain the supposed Aryan indifference 
towards the elephant throughout the five hundred years or 
more of Rgvedic composition, specially if we recall its 
domestication by the people of the Indus valley. The 
animal was caught at some hazard, but tamed without much 
difficulty; it must have been occasionally used in some 
engagements - not in large numbers, of course - though 
its efficacy on the field of battle was yet far from 
established. If there are no more references to prove 
the point, we must remember the nature of our literature, 
the non-Aryan associations of the animal, and also that 
negative evidence is at best only hypothetical, at worst 
utterly misleading. The word caturariga1 occurs in 
RVoX.92.11, with reference to the human body; the epithet 
was later applied to the fourfold army.
2
A certain hymn of the Atharva Veda was entitled by 
Weber ’Taming of a wild elephant’. The splendour of the 
animal and his superior position are described; verse 6 
tells us that the elephant has become chief of all the 
pleasant beasts to ride.^ The elephant starts as a wild
1 . Its occurrence in the late tenth book may be significant.
2. AV.III.22.
3. Ibid., 111.22.6, hast! myganarft susadamatisthavanbabhuva 
hi. Cf.Griffith, The Hymns of the Atharva*Veda, vol.I, 
Sec.Ed., 1916, p.116.
beast before it is caught and trained, and is rarely, if 
ever, bred in captivity. If, therefore, the early Aryans 
described it even as a wild beast - such as it remains 
today - it by no means follows that they had not 
tamed or trained it. In modern India, it is a sign of 
ill omen for the owner if a tame she-elephant gives birth 
to a calf. In the Atharva Veda, we are on more familiar 
ground. One passage tells us how flies anger an 
elephant;1 and another describes how ’the elephant
p
strains foot with foot of the she-elephant’, thus 
possibly referring to the capture of males with the help 
of female elephants. AV.IX.3*17 speaks of a hall or 
house, presumably raised on posts, standing on the earth 
with feet like those of a female elephant. The simile 
was obviously inspired by the usual sight of the tireless 
elephant standing not far from the poet’s residence. All 
these references are evidence of a thorough familiarity 
and association with the animal; it was captured, tamed, 
used and studied. A question that one might ask here 
pertinently is whether or not the Atharva Veda records 
many traditions even older than the Aryans.
1 . AV.IV.36.9# ••• hastinam masaka iva.
2. Ibid., VI.70.2, yatha hast! hastinyah padena padamudyu.je.
The Yajur Veda Samhitas refer to the elephant- 
keeper, hastipa} as the representative of a regular
profession. The Vajasaneyi Samhita even mentions the
2 3sacrifice of elephants. The Aitareya Brahmana
describes the conquest and horse-sacrifice of Anga who
gave away ten thousand elephants and ten thousand female
slaves to the brahmanas. It again speaks of Bharata
Dauhsanti as going round conquering and performing the
a^vamedha, in which he gave away *beasts black with white
tusks, covered with golden trappingsT.^  These elephants
were most probably used in war and seized, together with
the female slaves, from the worsted enemy. The Aitareya
Brahmana also gives us an idea of the animalfs exemplary
obedience; the elephant comes by itself, when bidden by 
5
the voice. The Sama Vidhana Brahmana mentions elephants
c
among the four divisions of the army.
The Chandog.ya Upanisad"^ talks of cows and horses,
1. VS.XXX.ll; TB.III.U.9.1; cf• CHI., vol.I, p.137.
2. VS.XXIV.29* The elephant is also mentioned in TS./V.5.11.1 
MS.III.lU.8; PB.VI.8.8; XXIII.13.2; AB.VI.27.2; SB.III. 
1.3.U; JUB.III.22.1.
3. AB.VIIIo22.
k. Ibid., VIII.23.
5. Ibid., IV.1.
6. SVB.III.6.11, hastyasvarathapadatayah. The Adbhuta 
Brahmana uses the word ga.ja for the elephant; see Vedic 
Index, s.v.
7. CH U, VII.2k*2; cf. Katha Up.I.1.23, bahun pasun 
hastihiranyamasvan.
elephants and gold, slaves, wives, fields and houses, 
in terms of which wealth and status were reckoned.
The elephant was already used in warfare in the time 
of Ktesias.^ The Nikayas and the Epics likewise point to
the early use of elephants in war. The Buddhist and the
Epic tradition of the fighting elephant must have owed 
something to earlier antiquity; the absence of direct and 
more explicit references to the use of elephants in war 
in the later Vedic literature is doubtless due to the
character of that literature; there was not much room
in the Brahmanas or the Upani^ads for discussing the arms 
of the army or the dispositions of battle.
2
The numerous references in the Nikayas and the 
Vinaya to elephants as an indispensable part of the army 
are all redolent of an unageing tradition. A symbol of 
regal grandeur, the elephant is at home alike in scenes 
of war and of peace. Thus the Ambattha sutta of the 
Digha Nikaya mentions a king seated on the neck of his 
elephant;^ the Samafifiaphala sutta describes the riding-
15
elephants of king Ajatasattu;-^ and elsewhere, king
1 . Vedic Index, II, p.501.
2. Digha, III, 200; Majjhima, III, 173,174,176; Saiftyutta, 
1,73,84; Anguttara, III, 151,157-158,159, 160,162, 
397,etc.
3. Vinaya, I, 21+1, 342; II, 182; IV, 105.
1+. Digha, I. 103.
5. Ibid., 1,49-
Pasenadi sets forth from SravastI on his elephant 
Ekapundarlka.^ The Rattapala sutta of the Matj.jhima Nikaya 
refers to the proficiency of the Kurn king in the matter
of handling an elephant and in war, ever since he was a
2
youth of 20 or 25* Elsewhere, the Buddha asks prince 
Bodhi if he is skilled in elephant-riding and also in the 
art of handling a goad. No doubt, the elephant was a 
favourite royal mount in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C. 
The Culahatthipadopama sutta of the Ma.i.ihima Nikaya
i
describes in graphic detail how a skilled elephant tracker 
acts with an intimate knowledge of elephants, their 
habits and their forests.^ The Dantabhumi sutta tells 
us how the elephant-hunter mounts the kingfs elephant, 
goes into the forest, ties the wild elephant to the neck 
of the king's elephant, and brings it out into the open.
The elephant trainer then comes forward and ties the 
beast to a post. He addresses him gently and offers him 
grass, food and water. He teaches his charge to take up
1 . Majjhima, 11,112. Ahguttara, III, 3^5> mentions Seta, 
an elephant of Pasenadi. The practice of naming 
elephants is in evidence also in the Epics. We know 
of the elephant Asvatthama whose fate precipitated the 
fall of Drona in the Mahabharata; in the Ramayana, 
4yodhya, 32.10, Rama gives away his elephant called 
Satruftjaya. Kings and princes in the Epics, however, 
usually ride in chariots.
2. Majjhima, 11,69.
3. Ibid., II,9l+.
k. Ibid., I, 175-178.
and put down, advance and retreat, get up and sit down, 
and to stand his ground. He ties a shield to his trunk; 
a man holding a lance sits on the elephant's neck, while 
others holding lances stand on all sides. The elephant- 
tamer stands in front, holding a stout lance. The animal 
refuses to budge while standing his ground. The king's 
elephant endures blows of sword and axe, arrow and 
hatchet, and the deafening din of drum and kettle-drum, 
conch and tom-tom. He is like burnished gold purged of
all its dross, 'fit for a king, a royal possession, and
1 • 2 reckoned as a kingly attribute'. The Anguttara Nikaya
likewise enumerates the qualities of a king's elephant,
who should be able to endure frightening sights, sounds,
smells, tastes and touches. He is a 'hearer, destroyer,
warder, endurer and goer',  ^ in as much as he is obedient
to the command of his tamer, and in fight destroys
elephants, horses, chariots and infantry,^ protects and
1 . Majjhima, 111,132,133* Cf. Saiiiyutta, I,lUl, also 
mentions a tame elephant with vices purged. The 
Mahabharata, too, speaks of trained elephants not 
afraid of the din of war.
2. Anguttara, 111,157-162.
3. Anguttara, III,l6l, nago sota ca hoti hanta ca rakkhita 
ca khanta ca ganta ca.
km There is no indication in the Nikayas or the Vinaya 
of the Epic rule that the elephant should fight only 
an elephant.
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bears blows and goes wherever asked. The Buddha elsewhere 
describes a king's bull-elephant with tusks as long as a 
plough-pole, whose home is the field of battle. He 
fights with his fore-legs and his hind-legs, his head and 
his ears, his tusks and his tail, and even his trunk.^
Kings as well as commoners ride on these beasts of 
war. An elephant is said to have twelve men in the 
Vinaya Pitaka, explained by Buddhaghosa to mean four men 
on the back of the elephant, and two looking after each
p
foot. The Samyutta Nikaya mentions a hattharoho gamani ’s 
visit to the Buddha. He is the head of a village 
community bound together by an identity of profession - 
mercenary soldiers of the elephant corps.^ Their compact 
settlement presupposes the heredity of their calling,
5
which is also independently attested by other references. 
Elephant-lore and the art of fighting from elephants’ 
backs must have come to these men naturally with the 
memories of their fathers’ deeds stretching far back in 
time from the 6th century B.C.
1 . Majjhima, I,Ulk-kl5.
2. Vinaya, IV,105; See SBB., vol.XI, p.375> n.U.
3. Sariiyutta, IV, 310.
k* Also see above, pp. 12 S'- -X £ *
5. Of. Majjhima, 1,3^0, refers to Pessa, the son of an 
elephant-trainer, who can make an elephant under 
training display all kinds of deceit and trickery.
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Elephants carried rugs on their hacks, called 
hatthatthara;'1' the huge elephant-saddle of a later day 
was. not yet in evidence. That they were employed in 
battle in a block or a line, is indicated by the ’massing 
of the army’ as known to the Vinaya Pitaka, which has:
p
'Let elephants be on this side ....’
The Epics, like the Nikayas and the Vinaya, assign 
the elephants their proper place in the army organisation. 
The battle-scenes in the Mahabharata bristle with 
elephants and their stampedes; they form an essential part 
of the royal and military paraphernalia. King Duhsanta 
is said to be a skilled rider of elephants;^4 Dhrtarasfra, 
Pandu and Vidura learn how to manage an elephant during
R
the course of their military training;^ and Drona likewise 
teaches Arjuna how to fight from the back of an elephant.
Duryodhana rides a magnificent elephant on the field of
7
battle, the rallying point of a teeming host. King
Bhagadatta charges on his elephant Supratika, raining
8arrows on the enemy; and so does king Saibya take his
1. Majohima, 11,112; Vinaya, 1.192.
2. Vinaya, IV, 107,108.
3. Mbh.1 .1 ,138; 1.63.3; 1.105.9; 3.17.1,2,5,* 3.268.6; 
4.30.8; 5.161.2, etc.; Ram# Bala, 6.23*
4. Mbh.1 .62.12.
5. Ibid., 1.102.17, ga.ja^iksa.
6. Ibid., 1.123.7; cf. Ram.°Ayodhya, 1.28, Rama is a 
celebrated rider of elephants.
7. Mbh.6.20.7.
8. Ibid., 6.91.23,33; cf. 5.164.38; 6.17.36.
seat on a princely elephant with a proud "banner on its
hack,'1' Elsewhere, prince Vikarna rushes against Arjuna
2
on an elephant supported hy four chariots. Even 
Bhimasena leaves his chariot for a while and fights seated 
on the neck of a huge elephant.^ These references to 
kings riding elephants show clearly that the "beasts were 
often employed independently, and not as mere concomitants 
of the war-chariots. Kings and princes, however, 
principally ride in their chariots, and seldom on the 
hacks of elephants. The titanic maharathins rise ahove 
horses and elephants to dictate their terms on the field 
of hattle; their successes and their reverses provide the 
patterns of the Epic tapestry. This is significant as 
revealing the antiquity of the Epic tradition harking 
hack to the Vedic days of rattling chariots; hut we 
cannot subscribe to the view of Hopkins^- that passages 
describing kings and princes riding on elephants were 
later additions to the Epic story. The Nika.yas prove that 
the practice of riding on elephants in peace and war was 
well known among Aryan and non-Aryan, prince and commoner, 
in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C. Indeed, as we have
1. Mbh. 6.17.20.
2. Ibid., U.60.7, rathaiscaturbhirgajapadaraksaih.
3. Ibid., 8.8.21. # °
ko Hopkins, JAOS, 13, pp.266-267.
seen earlier, the practice is so old as to he heyond the 
ken of proper history.
Various breeds of elephants are known to the Epics.^
2
In the Sabhaparva Yudhi^thira describes his huge elephants 
with fine white tusks, decked with golden girdles, ornaments
and garlands, capable of carrying kings on their backs
3 'and bearing every kind of noise on the battlefield. They
can indeed batter down the walls of enemy strongholds.^
Sixty-year-old elepahnts are always prized as being at
the most suitable age for battle service, and gifts of
elephants of this age are looked on as particularly
5generous.
c
The elephants of war are provided with armour, 
girths, blankets, neckropes and bells, hooks and quivers,
1. Ram. Bala, 6.23-25* Ayodhya has huge elephants of the 
Airavata, Mahapadma, Aftjana and Vamana families, of the 
Bhadra, Mandra and Mrga breeds. Ayodhya, 100.50 speaks 
of the elephant-forest as deserving of the king's care. 
lTbh.12.137135 refers to the catching of wild elephants 
with the help of tame she-elephants.
2. Mbh.2.5U.8-10.
3. sarva^abdaksamayudhi. The Nikayas also stress this 
quality. See above, p. 147.
1+. sarve ca purabhettaro.
5 .  Mbh.27Ii-9.7Y 4 . 1 2 . 2 0 ;  U . 3 0 . 2 6 .  But in India today, an 
elephant is considered to be at the height of his powers 
between the age of 25 and 1+0. Elephants, though, as old 
as 80, are sometimes used for tiger-hunt, for they are 
more disciplined and experienced.
6 . Ibid., 2 . 4 8 . 2 0 ,  kufijaran kavacavrtan; 5.11+9.82,  ga.jafr 
kankatasannaha lohavarmottaracchadah; 6 . 1 9 . 3 0 ;  7*35•34*35 
6.92.£7-69, the paristara may be a padded covering on 
the backs of elephants. Cf.Hopkins, op.cit., p.268, n.
"banners and standards, yantras (stone-or-arrow-hurling 
contrivances?) said lances. On the back of each beast 
seven warriors take their seats.1 Two among them carry 
hooks; two are excellent archers; there are two swordsmen,
p
and last but not the least, a man with a lance and banner.
In the Bhlsma parva Dhrtarastra speaks of the Kaurava
troops, adepts in mounting and descending from the backs
of elephants, in moving forward and stepping back.
The Epic evidence indicates that the elephants were
used either in a block or in a line, or even often
individually in war. Thus the elephants make the body of
the Kaurava a r r a y a n d  Yudhisthira marches in the
<5
centre of his huge army surrounded by elephants.
Elsewhere, the elephants are placed on the joints and 
extremities of the wings.^ We notice that they are 
stationed so as to give stability to the army, to support 
and cover its flanks, and to maintain links between the 
centre and the wings. At the head they push on and
1. Mbh.5.152.13.
2. Ibid., 5,132.14. Sometimes they also carry pots of oil, 
stones, etc. Cf.Hopkins, op.cit., p.265.
3. Mbh. 6.72.3-9; cf. 4.30.27 speaks of trained and 
skilled warriors on elephants, yuddhakusalaih 
£iksitairhastisadibhih.
4. Ibid’.6.17.38. #
5. Ibid., 6.19.24.
6. Ibid., 6.46.53.
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contain the counter-attack; on the defensive they furnish 
a wall of stiff opposition; while individual beasts 
pulverize the ranks of the enemy. A study of the various 
battle dispositions reveals that verses assigning a 
hundred chariots to each elephant, or ten or even 50 
elephants to each chariot, are all later interpolations 
divorced from truth and practice - mutually contradictory 
concoctions of theorists for their own delectation.^ The 
Matsya army in the Virata parva has, for example, 8,000
p
chariots, 1,000 elephants, and 60,000 horses. 
Elsewhere, a division of the Pandava army under Bhima's 
command has 10,000 horses and 2,000 elephants, 10,000 
foot-soldiers and 500 chariots. The figures
fail to correspond to the formal ratios of the 
interpolating theorist in either of the cases.
The covenant,^ similarly, laying down, the code of 
ethics and chivalry, and prohibiting all but those 
equally circumstanced from mutual combat, is duly 
honoured in its regular breach. The idea is noble but
5
impracticable. Elephants rush against elephants, of 
course, but they spare none else - horse, chariot or
1. Mbh.6.20.16; 5.152.19,20, etc.
2. Ibid., 4.30.28.
3. Ibid., 5.197.13-14.
4. Ibid., 6.1.26ff.
5. Ibid., 6.43.79.
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foot-soldier. Vikarna, on an elephant fights Arjuna on
1 P 3a chariot; and so does Bhagadatta. Their hells ringing,
the elephants rush around in utter confusion, crushing
steeds and chariots.^- King Bhagadatta shoots arrows of
R
hlack iron^ and hurls spears from the neck of his
c
elephant; the heast drenches the horses of Bhlma with
7 8water from his trunk, and kills horses and charioteers.
Other combatants get down on the tusks of their
9
elephants and despatch horses and men. The Bhisma parva  ^
also describes the foot-soldiers that protect the 
elephants, armed with pikes, bows, battle-axes, maces, 
clubs, bhinj-ipalas, l a n c e s ,  iron-mounted bludgeons 
and bright swords, running to and fro, seeking their 
enemies’ lives.
Thus we see that the elephant slaughters and 
destroys, but is not able to outdo the knight in his 
chariot. Riders, leaving their elephants, run away from 
fear of Arjuna.11 Bhisma kills an elephant with a single
1. Mbh.U.60.7*
2. Ibid., 7• 27• 2Uff. Cf .6.53.1^.; 6.89.21,22.
3. Ibid., 6.U3.5.
U. Ibid., 6.i+i+.2l+ff.; 6.99.2U.
3. Ibid., 7.28.1+.
6. Ibid., 7.28.7.
7. Ibid., 7.25.U3. The water may have been carried 
originally in a leather bucket on the back of the 
elephant.
8. Ibid., 7.25.U9.
9. Ibid., 6.W+.13-15• The Vinaya, cited above, p.l3U, 
also refers to them.
10. See below, p. 19 7*
11. Mbh.6.51.25.
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1 2arrow. Hopkins doubts this, hut it is perfectly
possible. The verse, however, saying that Arjuna never
shot two arrows at an elephant^ - only one was invariably
fatal - is a plain case of poetic exaggeration. Arjuna
kills Vikarna’s elephant with an iron arrow shot from his
bow drawn up to the very ear.^: Elsewhere, many elephants
with their colours fall at Arjuna’s hands.^ With his
keen-edged weapons, Abhimanyu cuts into pieces elephants
and their riders, their hooks and standards and banners,
quivers and coats of mail, girths and neck-ropes,
blankets and bells, and also those foot-soldiers who
£
protect them from behind. Needless to say, these 
prodigies of valour are much exaggerated; but they 
reveal the temper of the Epic tradition, cognizant of 
the use of the elephant in war though sceptical of its 
value. This feeling must be associated with the Aryans 
soon after their arrival in India, to which the Epic
1. Mbh.6.55.29.
2. Hopkins, op.cit., p.266.
3. Mbh.7.29.39.
km Ibid., I*.60,8, akarnapurnena drdha.yasena banena; 9>10; 
cf. 7.28.37ff. * * " *
5. Ibid., 3•255*29, sapataka^ca matangah.
6. Ibid., 7*35*3U,35* Elephants are killed with naracas, 
cf. 6.67.35* Bhima despatches elephants with mace and 
sword, cf. 3*255*7; 6.50.3^ff. Elsewhere, 3*U0.30, 
Arjuna says that an elephant is killed with a stake 
(of iron?) - gulagreneva kufi.jararfi.
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seems to point. Elephants were already regarded as the 
chief arm of the fighting forces in the fifth century B.C. 
Indeed, Alexander encountered them everywhere in the 
succeeding century, during his brief sojourn in India.
The elephant served the old armies in various ways. 
He cleared the way for their marches and forded the rivers 
that lay in their paths; he guarded their front, flanks 
and rear, and battered down the walls of the enemy. No 
doubt, he frequently became ungovernable when wounded, 
and caused more damage than good. Yet he was a force to 
reckon with, until the invention of gun-powder reduced his 
efficacy. And that was the beginning of the end of an 
immemorial role chequered by glory and obloquy.
In the Epics, however, the elephant is finding his 
feet on the field of battle, and is even used to proclaim 
a king's victory in his capital. In the Virata parva, 
the ruler of the Matsyas asks a bellman to ride on an 
elephant through the city and announce his victory at 
the crossroads.^
1 .  M b h .U .6 3 .2 5 .
CHAPTER V
Arms and Armour
As civilization advanced apace with the technical 
ability of man, effective weapons of offence and defence 
facilitated the conquest of the surrounding environment 
as well as the diffusion of populations over wider areas. 
Even the vast extent cf the Indus Civilization was, as 
Sir Mortimer Wheeler remarks, ’initially the product of 
something more forcible than peaceful penetration ... it 
must be remembered that at present we know almost nothing 
of the earliest phase of the civilization.’ The weapons 
found in the cities may suffer by comparison with those 
of the outside world, but their efficacy in a given 
territory at a given time is undeniable.
That the bow was a favourite weapon is proved by
the discovery of numerous arrow-heads of copper or bronze
2
at the Indus sites. Thin flat pieces of copper with 
long narrow barbs and no tang, these arrow-heads must
1. Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, I960, p.57.
2. Mackay, Further Excavations at Mohenjodaro, I, p.A6l;
ii, pis. cxxi, 1-5; cxxv, U2-7; cxxvii, 7-11; cxxxi, 18
CXXXII, 28-30; Vats, Excavations at Harappa, I, p.391;
II, pi.CXXV, 13 and lU; Wheeler, loc.cit., p.58, 
fig.10,11. Copper arrow-heads have been unearthed at 
Lothal; cf. Indian Archaeology, 195U-55, P«12; ibid., 
1957-56, P.13, pl.XXI A.
have been in some way provided with a mid-rib "by the 
shafts in which they were set. The arrow-heads found at 
Mohenjodaro average 1«9 inches in length, 0-6U in. in 
breadth, and 0*07 in. in thickness.1 They remind us of 
the swallow-tailed flint arrow-heads of Egypt and
p
Northern Iran. However, no stone arrow-heads were found
in the area, except for a solitary leaf-shaped chert
-  ^specimen from Harappa^ and another from Periano-ghundai 
in Northern Baluchistan.^ Recently, more chert arrow­
heads have been unearthed at Kot-Diji in association
5
with pre-Harappan levels.
Most of the spear-heads found are tanged, thin, 
flat and leaf-shaped blades that must have been 
reinforced by being set back between the split ends of
£
the shaft, which would thus serve as a kind of mid-rib. 
Occasionally, two holes near the base of the blade 
suggest the binding for such a device.1 The clear 
illustration of a barbed spear on a Mohenjodaro seal has
1. Mackay, op.cit.
2. Ibid., Wheeler, op.cit., pp.58,60.
3. Vats, op.cit., I, p.360; II, no.63 in pl.CXVIII.
U. AoStein, An Archaeological Tour in Waziristan and
Northern Baluchistan, MAS I, 37, 1929, p.UO.
3. Wheeler, op.cit., pp.15,60.
6. Mackay, op.cit., I, p.U59; Marshall, Mohenjodaro and 
the Indus Civilization, II, p. 4^-97; III? pis. CXXXV and 
CXXXVI; Vats, op.cit., I, pp.87, 386.
7, Wheeler, op.cit., p.56.
not yet been supported "by the discovery of any actual 
specimen.^
There are four or five blades with a mid-rih, tang, 
and rivets to hold a handle; they are up to 18-g- inches
2
long, double-edged, well made and heavy for their size.
7
Best described as short swords or dirks, they all come 
from late levels, and have parallels of c.2200-1750 B.C. 
in Syria and Palestine.^ Foreign as they are to the 
common Harappa tradition, Piggott thinks that they may 
have been ’brought by invaders from somewhere outside 
the western frontiers of the Harappa kingdom’.^
Daggers or knives have also been found. They have
7
long tangs and slightly sinuous recurved points, and
1. Mackay, op.cit., I, p.336, cites a barbed spear-head 
from Ur; II, pl.LXXXVIII, seal no.279.
2. Ibid., I, pp.466,U67; II, pls.CXIII,3; CXVIII,9;
cxx,i7; cxxvtii,5; cxxxi,i9; cxix,9.
3. Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, p.58; Piggott, 
Prehistoric India, pp.228,229; Childe, New Light on the 
Most Ancient East, p.177.
U • D.H.Gordon, The Early use of metals in India and 
Pakistan, JRAI., LXXX, 1952, p.57; Piggott, loc.cit.
5. Piggott, loc.cit., p.229. Childe, loc.cit., regards 
them as ’technically very Indian’. Recently, the 
excavators at Havdatoli in District Nimar, M.P., found 
a copper fragmentary sword or dagger with mid-rib 
raised; see Indian Archaeology, 1958-59* PP*30-31* 
fig.lU. There is nothing like it, according to them, 
in the Indus civilization, while there are parallels 
in Iran and elsewhere. Carbon-lU datings of samples 
from the site range from 1631 B.C. to 1169 B.C.
6. Vats, op.cit., I, pp.86,87.
7. Wheeler, loc.cit. It is a characteristic of the 
Harappan specimens; only one example is reported from 
Hissar III in north-eastern Iran. A hafted knife is 
depicted on an Indus pot-sherd in Wheeler, loc.cit., 
pi.XXIVc.
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are edged only on the convex side. Some of them taper 
along both edges; the cutting-edge is sharp and the back- 
edge blunt. Vats records the discovery of a double-edged 
dagger-tip with a mid-rib at Harappd;"1- Mackay found
double-edged knife-cum-dagger blades at Mohenjodaro,
2
useful both for thrusting and cutting. Some, it seems, 
were used exclusively as daggers; for their concave sides 
suggest thrusting rather than cutting.^ 'Two bronze 
daggers had a definite mid-rib, unlike the others 
\inearthed at Mohenjodaro. Both came from later levels.^ 
Plat axes of copper and bronze, without the shaft- 
hole, have been found at Mohenjodaro and Harappa, and
5
recently at Lothal and Rangpur in south western India. 
Either long and narrow, or short and broad, these axe- 
blades must have been laid in a split handle at right 
angles to it and secured by thongs of raw hide. The 
shorter axes with a deep and circular edge suggest 
weapons of war.^ Several axe-blades at Mohenjodaro bear
1. Vats, op.cit., p.89. He compares it with Patehpur 
daggers, specially no.3 in pi.Ill of IA., vol.3U.
2. Mackay, op.cit., I, p.465; II, pls.CXIX,4; CXX,15*21; 
CXXVII,3; CXXIX,1 ; CXXXIII,32.
3. Ibid., I, p.465; II, pls.CXXIX,4; CXXXIII,23,29,30.
4. Ibid., I, p.466; II, pls.CXX,l8,19; CXXIII,6,7.
5. Marshall, op.cit., II, pp.494,4955 pls.CXXXVIII and 
GXXXIX; Mackay, op.cit., I, pp.14.53,4511.; Vats, op.cit,, 
I, p.86. Por Lothal, see Indian Archaeology 1957-58, 
p.13, pl.XXIA; for Rangpur, ibid., 1953-5U, p.7*
6. Vats, op.cit., I, p.86.
signs and inscriptions incised on them.1 The inscribed 
axe-blades must have been designed for something more 
important than mere wood-chopping. In view of the time- 
honoured practice of inscribing weapons, it will not be 
unreasonable to assume that they were weapons of war. 
There is evidence to indicate the arrival of the shaft- 
hole axe during the last days of the Indus civilization.
Two pottery models of shaft-hole axes have come to light
2
at Mohenjodaro, and a bronze specimen at Chanhudaro, in 
a late Harappan or Jhukar layer. Another example from 
Shahi Tump in South Baluchistan probably belongs to the 
same period.^- A fine copper axe-adze from a late level 
at Mohenjodaro itself ’is a completely exotic object 
among the metal types of the Harappa culture.’^  It has 
analogies in Northern Persia, North Caucasia, Assur and 
Sialk, and dates presumably from the 2nd millennium B.C. 
A weapon of war, it is perhaps an intimation of trouble
1. Mackay, op.cit., I, p.U5U. We are reminded of the 
later-day inscribed swords and arrows. The Epics 
mention inscribed arrows.
2. Ibid., I, U58-U59; II, pl.CXII,l; Wheeler, op.cit., p.
3# Mackay, Chanhudaro, p.138.
km A.Stein, An Archaeological Tour in Gedrosia, PI.XIII, 
Sh.T. VII, 135; Wheeler, op.cit., p.60.
3. Piggott, op.cit., p.228, fig.28; Mackay, Further 
Excavations at Mohenjodaro, II, pis• CXX, 27 5 CXXII,12.
6. Piggott, op.cit., Wheeler, op.cit.
from the western quarter to the somnolent people of the 
Indus valley,1
The use of the mace is attested by the discovery 
of many mace-heads, generally made of a very close-grained
limestone, grey sandstone, alabaster or marble, and
2
rarely of metal. The normal shape is lentoid, but there 
are also round and pear-shaped specimens. This type was 
common also in Egypt, Susa, the Caucasus and prehistoric 
Europe. ^ Vats reports the find of a round metal mace- 
head with a cylindrical hole through the centre at Harappa. 
And Sir Mortimer Wheeler compares a bronze or copper mace-
head of late Harappan or Jhukar phase at Chanhudaro with
5
Persian examples of the 2nd millennium B.C.
Commonest among the weapons of offence and defence
in the Indus valley are sling pellets of baked clay. Two
common types were compressed in the hand and then baked,
£
and weighed about 6 and 12 ounces respectively. In 1950 
many were found near the great granary at the foot of the 
citadel mound at Mohenjodaro, and 98 six-ouncers were
1. Cf. Childe, New Light on the Most Ancient East,
pp.178, 187-8.
2. Mackay, Further Excavations at Mohenjodaro, I, p.397; 
II, pls.LXXI,22; CIV,1,2,U; CVII,37,38; CIX,2^,27,28, 
35,UU; CX,21,22,28,29*36; Vats, op.cit.,I,p.367.
3. Wheeler, op.cit., p.6l.
U. Vats, op.cit., I, p.87; II, pl.CXXI, 9*
5. Wheeler, op.cit., p.6l.
6. Ibid.
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discovered along the parapet walk connecting two of the 
south eastern citadel towers.1 More rare are baked clay 
balls of round or ovoid shape, averaging 2-5 inches long
p
by 1*6 inches in diameter. The spin imparted by the 
ovoid form added to the accuracy of the missile in 
flight. Fifty or more egg-shaped objects averaging 
k inches long and 2*5 inches in diameter were found 
stored in a large pottery vessel in the lesser of the two
3
halls on the southern half of the Mohenjodaro citadel.
And numerous large pottery balls lay scattered further 
south in the same area outside ’a very thick enclosure 
wallf.^  That they were weapons of war is proved as much 
by their shape and size as by their findspot. Gould the 
larger of these balls possibly be hurled by slings?
There is no evidence of the invention of the catapult 
at such an early date either in or outside India. They 
could perhaps be thrown by hand with practice and 
precision. The sling must have been in common use, as in 
early Sumer and Turkestan.
1. Wheeler, op.cit., pp.30,61.
2. Marshall, op.cit., II, p.U66.
3. Ibid., Wheeler, op.cit., pp.36,61.
U. Marshall, op.cit.
5. Ibid., pp.1466-7 . Found and ovoid sling pellets have 
been dug up in early Sumer and ‘Turkestan. Ovoid sling 
pellets have been unearthed at the neolithic sites on 
the Iranian tableland. In later times, the sling was 
used in Palestine and Syria. It was introduced in 
Egypt at a still later date.
No material evidence exists to prove the use of 
body-armour, helmets and shields hy the people of the 
Indus valleyo1 It has heen suggested, however, that 
domed pieces of copper, each pierced hy two holes, were
stitched on to a piece of cloth and used as a coat of
2
mail. And a few pictographs of the Indus script may 
represent men holding shields.
Other weapons of copper, and sometimes of hronze, 
used hy the hunters and warriors of the prehistoric age 
in the Ganges valley and heyond, included harhed spears 
and harpoons, and swords, found in hoards at places such 
as Fatehgarh in the upper Ganges valley, and Kallur in 
Hyderabad, Deccan.  ^ Heine-Geldern assigned the copper
op.cito
1. Marshall,/II, p.506; Mackay, op.cit., I, p.22U.
2. Marshall, op.cit., II, p.533; III, pl.CXLIII; Mackay, 
op.cit., I, p*5U6; II, pl.CXL, 5U and 66.
3. Marshall, op.cit., Ill, pl.CXXIX, nos. ccclxxxix and 
cccxc•
See V.A.Smith, The Copper Age and Prehistoric Bronze 
Implements of India, IA., 1905, vol.3U, pp.230 ff; 
Piggott, op.cit., pp.236-8; Wheeler, Early India and 
Pakistan, pp.123-127, figs.26 and 28. The harpoons 
represent a local development in river-side areas for 
purposes of fish-spearing. The metal types provide an 
evolutionary series, originally inspired hy prototypes 
of hone and horn. The earliest of them have a rough 
blade with bilateral barbs, a slight mid-rib and a tang 
with one or more holes below the lowest barbs. In the 
later harpoons the barbs are placed below the blade; 
and in its most developed form the blade is leaf-shaped 
the barbs curved, and twice as big as the other 
examples. Harpoons were used also for hunting animals 
even as big as the rhinoceros. See Wheeler, loc.cit., 
p.126; B.B.Lal, Further Copper Hoards from the Gangetic 
Basin and a Review of the Problem, Ancient India,
no.7, 1951, p •20ff•
antennae swords from the Ganges plain to the Vedic period. 
But the Kallur swords in the south, similar in shape and 
design, present an insuperable difficulty, associated as 
they are with an early prehistoric site.1 Aryans could 
have had little to do with the south at such an early 
date. In fact, 3.B.Lal points out that Childe, Piggott,
Wheeler and Haimendorf agree with him that the hoards
2
need no longer he associated with the Aryans. The flat 
copper and bronze axes present in the Ganges basin and 
at Gungeria, are ’similar in general terms to the flat 
axes of the Harappa culture’.-'* Professor Piggott thinks 
that the ’bar-celt’ among these finds is derived from the 
very narrow and elongated axes unearthed at Chanhudaro, 
and draws attention to a small version of the ’bar-celt’ 
among the copper tools from Mai in Baluchistan.^- But 
Sir Mortimer Wheeler holds that ’the barbed harpoons, 
the spearheads with basal projection, the ’bar-celts’, 
the so-called anthropomorphs, the shouldered axes - are
1. Cf. AoV.Naik, A note on the copper swords from Kallur, 
BDCRI•, vol.IV, no.4, 19k3, pp«376-378.
2.Lal#Protohistoric Investigation, Ancient India, no.9> 
p.93. The bronze sword from Rajanpur in the Punjab is 
unexampled elsewhere in India; its hilt is typical of 
swords from the Luristan graves of Iran, and from the 
Caucasus, dating from about 1^00-1200 B.C. Cf.Piggott, 
op.cit., p.236.
3. Piggott, op.cit., p.237.
km Ibid.
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not Indus types', and also points to the absence of the 
distinctive Indus blade with curved end from the copper 
h o a r d s I t  seems that there was an initial diffusion of 
metallurgical techniques eastwards from the Indus valley, 
even though most of the Gangetic tools and weapons owed 
their origin to local inventiveness. The finds of these 
weapons may be contemporary with the last days of HarappS 
or the period immediately following its fall.
Of all the Aryan weapons mentioned in the Vedic 
literature, the bow and arrow are the most applauded. The 
famous battle-hymn of the Rgveda describes the warrior 
on his chariot, armed with his bow and arrow, and dressed 
in armour, with a hand-guard called hastaghna on the left 
arm to avoid the friction of the bow-string. The horse-
chariot, bow and arrow, and corslet constitute the warlike
■5
equipment of a ksatriya. The oft-repeated word for the
bow is dhanus.^ The best beloved of a warrior's
possessions, it was removed from the right hand of a dead
5
man in the last act of the funeral rite. Piggott
1. Wheeler, Early India and Pakistan, pp.125*127• He 
places the hoards before the 8th century 3.C„
2. RV.VI.75.
3. AB.VII.19.2, asvaratha, isu-dhanva and kavaca.
U. RV.VIII.72.U; VIII.77.11;’IX.99.1; X.125.6; AV.IV.U.6;
IV.6.6; V.l§.8; VII.50.9; VS.XVI.10; PB.VII.5 .6; 
A3.VII.1U; SB.I.5.U.6; V.3.1 .11, etc.
5. SV.X.I8.9.
1
discusses the cnaracter of hows, which are generally 
classified into two main types. Simple hows of wood 
perhaps originated in and spread out from Africa. But 
composite hows of horn and sinew, shorter and stiffer, 
are known from the steppes and Siberia, Turkey, Persia 
and India, and also among the North American Eskimo. A 
Danish example dates hack to the mesolithic period. The 
adoption of the composite horn-bow hy the Minoans in 
Crete seems more or less to have synchronised with their 
use of the war-chariot. A composite how from Egypt dates 
from the days of the 19th Dynasty, when there were wars 
with Syria and the chariot was adopted as an instrument 
of hattle. Another, coming from the 6th or 7th century 
B.C., is in all prohahility of Scythian origin. Assyrian 
sculptures of the first millennium B.C., show chariot 
warriors using composite hows. Its size must have made 
it easier to handle hy a charioteering hero. Composite 
hows of horn and sinew were presumably invented in the 
Asian Steppe, and may have formed part of the Aryan 
armoury in India, as elsewhere.
The curved shape of the how is described as
o 7£
vakra in the Atharva Veda. The how-string (.i.ya) was
1. Piggott, op.cit., p.282.
2. AV.IV.6,4.
3. rv.iv.27.3; vi.75.3; x.51.6, etc. av.1.1 .3; v.13.6;
VI.h2.1; VS.XVI.9; XXIX,51.
made of a thong of cow-hide* The how was usually kept 
relaxed, and strung up only when needed for shooting.1 
The stringing of the how (a-tan), the placing of the 
arrow (pratidha), the hending of the how (a-yam), and the 
shooting (as) of the shaft, are all mentioned in the 
Va.iasaneyi SaifihitS. The string was drawn hack to the 
ear, unlike the Homeric method of drawing it to the 
hreast; discharged from the ear, the arrow was called 
karnayond, having the ear as its point of origin. The 
twang of the howstring sounded sweet to the ear of the 
warrior.
’Close to his ear, as fain to speak, she presses, 
holding her well loved friend in her embraces. 
Strained on the how she whispers like a woman,
♦ Uthis howstring that preserves us in the comhat.
The manufacture of hows was a regular profession, as
5
evidenced hy the mention of the dhanus-kara and 
dhanus-kyt. Others specialised in the craft of making 
strings for hows.^
1 . RV.X.166.3; AV.VI.1+2.1.
2. VS.XVI 22.
3. RV.II.21+.8. Compare Homer, Iliad, IV.123*
U. RV.VI.73.3. AV.V.21.9 refers to the sound of the how­
string - .jyaghosa. Homer likens the sound of the how­
string to the voice of a swallow.
5. VS.XXX.7.
6. Ihid., XVI .1+6.
7. Ihid., XXX.7* .i.yakara.
Ill
The commonest word denoting an arrow is ^su,1 the
other synonyms of which are £arya, sari and bana. The
2
Rgveda refers to arrows with poisoned heads of horn, as
distinct from other metal-headed arrows.^ The Atharva
Veda, too, speaks of poisoned arrows,^ and indicates
r
vegetation as the source of poison. The arrows were
c
feathered in order to balance them in their flight.
The Atharva Veda specifies the parts of the arrow as the
shaft (Salya), feather-socket (pranadhi), the point (srAga),
the neck of the point to which the shaft is fixed (kulrnala),
7
and the apaskarffbha and apastha of dubious meaning. The
Aitareya Brahmana mentions an arrow's point (anlka),
* 8salya, tejana, and feathers (parnani). Salya and
te .iana here stand for the upper and lower parts of the
shaft. The Satapatha Brahmana gives the length of an
9
arrow as five spans or three feet, which suggests a 
composite bow. Arrow-making had become a distinct 
profession early in the Vedic period.10
1. e.g. RV.11.24.8; VIII.7.4; AV.1.13.4; VS.XVI.3; 
Nirukta, IX.18.
2. RV.VI.75.15> alakta, ruru-Sirsni.
3. ^bid., ayomukham.
4. AVoIV.6; V.lfi.8,15, isuriva digdha; V.31.4.
3. Ibid., IV.6.7,8.
6. RV.Vi.'75.11; x.18.14; AV.v.25.1.
7. AV.IV.6; cf. III.25.2; MS.Ill.8.1,2.
8. AB.I.25.
9. S3.VI.5.2.10.
10. Isukrt in VS.XVI.46; cf. RV.I.184.3; isu-kara in VS. 
x&x.}; TB.III.4.3.1.
L
The quiver was called isu d h i The Rgveda shows 
how it was slung on the hack, though the later practice 
of carrying two quivers is nowhere in evidence.
'With many a son, father of many daughters, he 
clangs and clashes as he goes to hattle.
Slung on the hack, pouring his hrood, the quiver 
vanquishes all opposing hands and armies. '
That spears and lances were used hy the Vedic Aryans, 
there can he no douht whatsoever. That these weapons 
were used in India hoth before and after the arrival of
3
the Aryans, is horne out hy the discoveries of archaeology.
Of frequent occurrence in the Rgveda, the word rsti
denotes a weapon held in the Maruts' hands, the
equivalent of the spear in mundane warfare.^- Macdonell
5
and Keith helieve that it means simply lightning, hut 
ysti certainly signifies a spear in later Sanskrit, and 
its metaphorical use presupposes the popularity of the 
weapon among the Rgvedic Aryans. In regions widely apart, 
the spear was likened to thunder and lightning, like the
1. RV.1.33*3; VI,75.5; X.95.3; AV.II.33.2; IV.10.6;
Isirukta, IX. 13 •
2. RV.VI.75*5.
3. See ahove, pp • l&o> •
4. RV.I.31.1; 1.37.1,2; 1.64.4,8,11; 1.85.4; 1.88.1; 1.166.4
V.52.6; V.54.11; V.57.2,6; VIII.20.11. Cf. Zimmer, AL., 
p.301. Indra carries a rsti in RV.1.169.3; cf. IV.37*8; 
Macdonell, Vedic MytholO'gyy p .79•
5. Vedic Index, I, p.118.
trident and the axe.^ In a Rgvedic passage, we find a
raifihhini on the shoulders of the Maruts, doubtless
2denoting a spear. In the Battle of the Ten Kings too,
x
spears can he recognised in the word srakti. And syka 
is used in a couple of Rgvedic passages to designate a 
weapon of Indra, a lance.^ Syka.yin and srka-hasta, 
meaning ’one hearing a lance in his hand’, occur in the 
Va.jasaneyi Saifthita.^
The sword was definitely known to the Aryans. The 
more ancient swords have heen discussed earlier in the 
chapter. The short sword-hlades encountered in the late 
levels of Mohenjodaro seem to hetoken the intrusion of a 
foreign people. The fragmentary sword from Navdatoli 
may have had something to do with the Aryan migration 
from the north-west. And the Rajanpur sword, solitary 
though it may he, points again to these foreigners and 
their friends as the hearers of the type. The word asi, 
found in the ftgveda and later, denotes a sacrificial 
sword or knife, as well as a weapon of war J  The
1 . See N.Q.Majumdar, Notes on Vajra, pp.173-200, in the 
Journal of the Department of Letters, vol.XI, 192U.
2. RV.I.168,3.
3. Ihid., VII. 18,7; Hopkins, JA0S,15> p.261|., n.
k* RVoI.32.12; X.lTo.2; cf. Vedic Index, s.v.
5. VS.XVI.21.61.
6. See ahove, p.'\,o9*
7. RVoI.l62.20; Xo79«6; X 086.I8; AV.XI.9*1 • ^t is surprising 
that Piggott does not credit the Rgvedic Aryans with 
the knowledge and use of the sworcL (Prehistoric India, 
p.279) and ignores his own earlier conclusions from 
archaeological data.
word nisangin in the Va.jasaneyi Saifihita means, according 
to Mahidhara, one 'having a sword1, which is equally true 
of many other passages where it is found.1 The Kathaka 
Saifihita mentions a sheath (vavrl), to which a belt (vala)
p
was attached; while the Va.jasaneyi Saifihita speaks of a 
female scabbard-maker•
From the word krti used in the Rgveda to describe 
a weapon of the Maruts, Zimmer concludes that daggers 
were used in war.^
jr £
The axe, called para£u9 or kulisa, served both as
a wood-cutting implement and a weapon of war. The Aryans
in all probability knew the shaft-hole axe, which also
contributed to the ruin of MohenjodaroTs glory.
The club is one of the earliest of human weapons,
7
and we have proof that the Aryans used it. Va.jra in 
the Rgveda can be generally taken to signify a club or
g
hammer. The Rgveda has the word vidyut for the thunderbolt
1. VS.XVI.20; KS.XVII.12; XXXVII.11; MS.II.9.3; TS.IV.5.3.1 
sv.II.1199; 5b.XIII.k.2.5.
2. KS.XV.U; MS.II.6.5. Asi-dhara in JUB.III.139, also 
denotes a sheath.
3. VS.XXX.li4-, kosakarim.
U. RV.I.168.3; Zimmer, AL., p.301; cf. Schrader, 
Prehistoric Antiquities, p.221.
5. RV.I.127.3; VII.10U.21; X.28.8; X.53.9, etc.
6. RV.III.2.1; 1.32.3.
7. Macdonell and Keith seem to believe that the Aryans 
used no weapon except the bow and arrow. They 
categorically deny the use of the club in Vedic Index,
I, p. 6l.
8. See V.M.Apte, Vajra in the Rgveda,ABORI., vol.XXXVII, 
1936, pp.292-295.
which alone is associated with Parjanya, the real rain- 
god of the Veda. Indra is called vajrahasta, hut never 
vidyut-hasta. In a passage of the Rgveda, va.jra is 
described as whirling about in different directions under 
the lofty light of the sun.1 In fact the thunderbolt 
and the sun do not easily coexist, and vajra here
2
probably refers to a weapon. Va.jra is a fatal weapon,
made of ay as or metal. It is forged and fashioned by
Tvastri, the smith-god.^ It is said to have been ground,
5
whetted or polished. It has a notched surface and has a 
hundred or a thousand joints, edges or spikes. Not 
transient like a holt of thunder, it is a regular
companion of Indra! Indra holds the va.jra in his two
8 9arms or hands, but sometimes only in one. The va.jra
of metal clings to Indra's person!® It is firmly held.
11 12 in his locked hands. It is described as sthavira
1.RV.X.27.21.
2. Ibid., 1.32.5; 1.55-5.
3. Ibid., 1.52.8; 1.80.12; I.81.U; VIII.96.3; X.U8.3;
X.96.3; X.113.5.
U. Ibid., 1.32.2; 1.52.7; 1.61.6; V.31.U; X.h8.3.
5. Ibid., 1.55-1; 1.57.2; I.130.U; VIII.15.7; VIII.76.9;
X.153.U.
6. Ibid., 1.80.6; VIII.6.6; 76.2; 89.3; 1.80.12; VI.17.10.
7. Ibid., I.33.10; 131.10; VI.21.7.
8. Ibid., 1.51.7; 52.8; 63.2; 11.11.U; 6; 17.6; 20.8; 
III.UU.U; IV.22.3; VI.23.1; VIII.6l.l8, etc.; I.2U.U; 
1.81.U.
9. Ibid., VI.20.9; VII.28.2; VI.18.9; 22.9.
10. Ibid., VIII.96.3, indrasya va.jrah ayaso nimi&lah ....
11. Ibid., 1.81.1+.
12. Ibid., IV.20.6.
or stable, dharnasi^ or durable. It is indeed a weapon, 
presumably a club.
p
Vighana in the Taittiriya Saifihita signifies a club. 
The Atharva Veda has drughana ,  ^with the same meaning. 
Another AV. passage mentions pinaka, also denoting a 
club
Slings were known and used. Zimmer thinks that
adri J and a^ani meaning *rock* or ’stone* in the
Rgveda, signified sling stones.
The use of protective armour is evidenced in the
Rgveda as well as the later texts. The common word
7
denoting a coat of mail in the Rgveda is varman. There
Q
are references to the sewing of the armour, though the 
material of which it was made has not been specified. It 
may have been in the form of a linen or leather corslet 
reinforced with metal. A passage of the Rgveda speaks
1. RV.VIII.6.1U.
2. TS.III.2.U.1.
3. AV.VII, 28.1.
Uo Ibid., 1.27.2.
5. RV.I.51.3.
6. Ibid., VI.6.5; cf. 1.121.9; Zimmer, AL.p.301;
Schrader, op.cit., p.221.
7. RV.I.31.15* varmeva syutam pari pasi visvatah; 1.1^-0.10 
VI.27.6; VI.75.1,8,18,19;' VIII.U7.8; X.1^7.7; cf. AV. 
VIII.5.7 et.seq.; IX.5.26; XVII.1.27.
8. RV.I.31.15; X.101.8.
of mailed warriors falling "before the arrows like 
bursting vessels.1 Whatever it was made of, leather or 
metal or both, the armour of the early Aryan must have 
afforded ample protection against the weapons of the day.
A later passage mentions corslets of ayas, loha, or
2
ra.jata.
We find the word kavaca in the Atharva Veda and
•7
the later texts used for a ’corslet’ or ’breastplate’.
The same Veda also mentions a kavaca-pa^a or ’corslet
h
strap which must have kept it in place.
There is some evidence for the use of the helmet.
In a few passages the word sipra seems to signify a
helmet;^ and presumably in ayah-sipra,^ hiranya-£ipra,^
8 9hari-^ipra and hiri-sipra, we have reference to
helmets of metal.
1. RV.VI.27.6.
2. JTJB.IV.1.3; cf. Zimmer, op.cit., p.298; Schrader, 
op.cit., p.222.
3. AV.XI.10.22; VS.XVI.U5, kavacin; AB.III.U8; VII.19.2; 
SB.XIII.1.6.3; 2.2.7; u.1.5; Nirukta, V.25.
U. AV.XI.10.22.
5. RV.V.5U.11; VIII.7.25. Geldner accepts sipra here as 
a helmet.
6. Ihid., IV.37.U.
7. Ihid., II.3U.3.
8. Ibid., X.96.U.
9. Ibid., II.2.3; VI.25.9; giprin in RV.I.29.2; 81.U; 
VI.UU.lU, would denote 'one wearing a helmet'. Cf.
Max Mttller, SBE., 32, p.301; Geldner, Vedische Studien, 
2, p.39, n.2.
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The discovery of iron, one of the commonest 
elements in the earth’s crust, much reduced the cost of 
producing tools and weapons of metal, which had "been 
hitherto very high owing to the comparative scarcity of 
copper and tin, A few implements of wrought iron had 
"been used both in Egypt and Mesopotamia even in the third 
millennium B.C.1 But a suitable process of producing 
bulk iron of good quality was the achievement of a 
barbarian tribe living in Kizawadana in the Armenian
p
mountains. However, the high temperatures required for 
melting iron cannot be obtained without a mechanical 
blast, which in ancient times could not be produced. The 
metal when heated left a spongy mass which was compacted 
into a ’bloom’ by prolonged hammering. As it could not 
be cast like copper and bronze, it was forged or wrought 
by means of hammering. The Aryan rulers of the Mitanni 
guarded the secret of iron production and controlled 
its output. The Hittites also persevered with the policy 
of secrecy, with the result that iron was a precious 
metal throughout the second millennium. The earliest 
reference to it is to be found in the inscription of the
1. Gordon Childe, What Happened in History, 1950, p.182; 
R.J. Forbes, Metallurgy in Antiquity, Leiden, 1950, 
pp.4l6 ff.
2. Childe, loc.cit.
Hittite king Anittas, who records that he received an 
iron sceptre and an iron throne as tribute from the city 
of Puruskhanda.^ The passage from a letter of the 
Hittite king Hattusilis III probably to the king of 
Assyria is well known. In this document of the 13th 
century B.C. the Hittite king politely turns down a
request for the supply of iron, but sends as a present
2
an iron dagger blade, with promises for the future. But 
iron weapons were supplied to the Hittite army, and the 
barbarian mercenaries learned and spread the art of 
their manufacture.-^
The archaeologist in India had viewed the evidence 
of the Vedic literature with cold scepticism, until at 
last his spade stumbled on finds that lent a character 
of reality to the literary testimony. ’Small fragments 
and shapeless bits’ of iron occur at Kausambi as early 
as SP.I.3> along with the first defences,^- before the 
arrival of the Painted Grey and the Northern Black 
Polished Wares in the Central Ganga valley. The
1. O.RoGurney, The Hittites, 1952, p.83* This evidence 
is somewhat dubious in character.
2. Ibid.
3. Childe, What Happened in History, p.183.
U. G.R.Sharma, The Excavations at Kausambi (1957-59)> 
Allahabad, I960, p.i*5.
5. Ibid., p.l3«
sequence of finds is more important than the dating of 
the archaeologist, which is sometimes called in question. 
The corrosive nature of the metal may account for the 
scarcity of iron objects in proper shape in Pd.I; also 
perhaps the fact that the earliest smiths must have 
found it easier to deal with damaged or outmoded articles 
than to smelt the metal from fresh ore. Smiths were 
always collecting scrap and melting it down in their 
furnaces. Objects of distinctive shapes were found in 
SP.II.5 and indeed throughout the Cultural Period II at 
Kausambi.1 They increased a great deal in number with 
the beginning of the Cultural Period III, characterised
p
by the N.B.P. Ware. At Hastinapura, iron slag and ore
were found in the uppermost layers of Period II in
•5
association with the Painted Grey Ware. This P.G.Ware 
occupation began at the site early in the 11th century 
B.C., and ended owing to floods in the beginning of the 
8th century B.C.^ And the excavations at Alamglrpur 
similarly confirmed the association of iron with the 
P.G.Ware; iron objects together with those of copper were
1. G.R.Sharma, op.cit., p.U5*
2. Ibid.
3. B.BoLal, Ancient India, Nos.10 and 11, p.l3> No.9, 
Protohistoric Investigation, p.95*
U. Ancient India, no.3, p.96; nos. 10 and 11, p.23»
found throughout the Period II.1 Further, the ancient 
✓
city of Sravasti also yielded iron in association with
2
the P.G.Ware. The P.G.Ware cannot now he linked up with 
the Bronze Age alone; it has heen attributed to the Vedic 
Aryans, spread over the Punjab, U.P., and the Sarasvati 
valley.
The earliest levels of Period III at Rupar, 
beginning circa 600 B.C., yielded implements of copper as 
well as iron.^ At Purana Qila, Delhi, copper had been 
supplemented by iron by the 6th century B.C.^ At Jajmau, 
in Kanpur district of U.P., iron implements were found 
together with sherds of Grey Ware as well as the N.3.P. 
Ware.6
Excavations at Garh Kalika mound on the outskirts 
of Ujjain revealed that iron was known to its ancient 
dwellers from the earliest period. Iron weapons, such 
as spears, arrow-heads and knives, have been unearthed 
from the strata of Period I, assigned to c.700-500 B.C."^  
And a few interesting objects of iron, including the
1. Indian Archaeology 1958-59* A Review, p.5U.
2. Ibid., p.2.
3. Ancient India, 10 and 11, pp.1-3, and 138ff.
U. Y.D.Sharma, Exploration of Historical Sites, Ancient 
India, no.9, p.123*
5. Indian Archaeology, 195U-55, p.lU.
6. Ibid., 1957-58, p.^9.
7. Ibid., 1957-58, p.3U.
curved "blade of a spade, were dug up from the rampart."3- 
A flourishing iron industry is evidenced "by the large 
quantities of iron ore and slag and finished iron objects 
found in the deposits of Period III. Iron ore was
available to the people in the form of limonite from the
2
local trap bed-rock; and calcite was used as a flux.
A blacksmithfs furnace was excavated; it belonged to the
second phase of the site's life.^
At Nagda on the bank of the Chambal south-west of
Ujjain, iron was used before the 5th century B.C., and
indeed preceded the appearance of the N.B.P. Ware.^ Some
of the iron implements excavated at Maheshwar and
Navdatoli go at least as far back as c.500 B.C.
The use of iron had spread very widely at a
comparatively early date, as we learn from the excavations
at places such as Bahai in District Khandesh of the South
Western Circle, and Prabhas Patan in District Sorath,
Bombay. The layers of Period II at Bahai yielded iron
£
and Black-and-red Ware, assigned to c.6OO-3OO B.C. At
1. Indian Archaeology, 1957-58, P.3U.
2. Ibid., p.36.
3. Ibid.
U. Wheeler, Early India and Pakistan, pp.138-9.
5. Ibid., pp.lA0-A2.
6. Indian Archaeology, 1956-57, p.18.
Tekwada, across the river from Bahai, weapons of iron 
such as spear-heads, arrow-heads, knives and sickles were 
found in association with the second phase of the site's 
life. Here too, as at Nagda, the use of the metal 
precedes the arrival of the N.B.P. Ware, the earliest 
sherd of which occurs some ten feet higher than the 
objects or iron.3" And at Prabhas Patan, iron was found 
together with Black-and-red Ware in the context of 
Period III, the second sub-phase of which yielded the 
N.B.P.Ware. Indeed, vigorous iron-using settlements
flourished even as far south as Amaravati in the 5th or 
kth century B.C.^
To sum up, then, the evidence of archaeology, more 
of which may be forthcoming in future, Kausambi has 
recorded the finds of iron even earlier than the Painted 
Grey Ware; and Hastinapura, Alamgirpur and ^ravastl 
attest the association of iron with this ware. The 
knowledge of iron must have come to India presumably 
around 1000 B.C. Itinerant smiths must have travelled 
from Asia Minor during the 300 years or so that 
intervened between our date and the original discovery of 
iron smelting in Anatolia, and thus spread the technique
1. Wheeler, Early India and Pakistan, p.lA6.
2. Indian Archaeology, 1956-57, P*17.
3. Wheeler, loc.cit., pp.lI|B-9.
in India. However jealously guarded a secret may be, it 
tends to leak out as the years pass.
We may not unreasonably conclude that, though ayas 
in the Rgveda usually means copper or bronze, it may not 
invariably do so, specially in the later books. There 
can be no mistaking the meaning of syama ay as or 'black 
metal ' in the Atharva Veda;"3, it cannot but be iron.
Another AV. passage has: 'Cut along this skin with a
dark [metal], 0 slaughterer, joint by joint with the 
knife (asi)'.2 The Vajasane.yi Samhita  ^mentions the 
metals hiranya, ayas, syama, loha, sisa and trapu. While 
£yama and loha must mean iron and copper respectively, it 
is suggested that ayas may here signify bronze.^ Ayas 
is divided into two species, syama and lohita in the later
1. AV.XI.3*1,7- Forbes, op.cit., p.U36, rightly concluded 
on the basis of literary evidence alone that iron 
smelting was introduced in India around 1000 B.C. But, 
if ayas in the Rgveda is taken to signify iron, the 
date will have be pushed further back, which is not 
warranted by the available archaeological evidence. 
IvI.N.Baner jee' s interpretations in the Indian Historical 
Quarterly, III, pp.121J^ 793)fi V.pp.U32-W+0; VIII,
pp.36U-366, remain largely speculative, and in the 
absence of earlier iron finds, it would be safer to 
suggest that ayas in the Rgveda normally denotes copper 
or bronze, though it may occasionally mean iron in the 
later books of that Veda.
2. AV.IX.5*^, anuchya £yamena tvacametam, etc.
3. VS.XVIII.13.
km Vedic Index, I, p.31.
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SaAhitas and texts; the first must mean iron, and the 
second copper or "bronze. The datapaths Brahmana draws 
a distinction "between ayas and lohayasa. "between iron 
and copper according to Eggeling,^ who seems to "be right. 
Ayas alone thus signifies iron in a number of places.
The sense of iron in AV.V.28.1, is certain according to 
Macdonell and Keith.^ There are numerous references to 
the smelting of metal in the Vedic literature; the
_ R
word dhma  ^seems to have been derived from the sound of
£
the bellows. The Maitri Upanisad mentions a lump of 
iron 'overcome by fire and beaten by workmen', passing
into a different form. The Chandog.ya Upanisad speaks of
- 7karsna.yas and also krsnayasa, which certainly mean iron.
—  ft
And so also the Aitareya Aranyaka and the Maitrayana
9
Brahmana Upanisad refer to iron.
1. 4V.XI.3.1.7; MS.IV.2.9.
2. SB.V.l|. 1.2.
3. SBE., 1+1, p.90.
1+. Vedic Index, I, p.32
5. RV.X.72.2, karmara ivadhamat; X.81.3; SB.VI.1.3.5;
VI.i.i.13; XII.7*1.7. VS.XXX.11+ has a.yastapaift; 
cf. TB.III.il.10.1.
6. Maitri Up.III.3*
7. CH U. IV.17.7; VI.1.5; JUB.III.17.3; Cf. karsnayasa 
also in Mbh.i|.U9.15; 7.102.55; 7.15i|.37, Or .Ed*.
8. AA, II.5.1.1U.
9. MBU.VI.27.
The famous crucible steel (Wootz) had its origin 
in India. The Chera steel was renowned for its quality. 
Indian iron smiths must have invented the 'wootz? process 
in the 6th or early 5th century B.C. Ktesias saw two 
wonderful swords of Indian steel at the court of
Artaxerxes Imemon.1 Herodotus speaks of the arrows of
2
Indian soldiers tipped with iron, while Curtius refers 
to a hundred talents of Indian steel presented to 
Alexander.
The archaeological discoveries and the literary 
evidence seem to be mutually corroborative, and 1000 3.C. 
may be suggested as the provisional date for the 
introduction of iron smelting into India. The switch 
over from the old metals to the new, hard to work, yet 
much more useful, must have doubtless taken some length 
of time. But the suggestion that iron came into India 
with the Achaemenids towards the end of the 6th century 
B.C. and the beginning of the 5 th, ^  is outweighed by 
the evidence reviewed in the foregoing pages.
1. D.H.Gordon, The Prehistoric Background of Indian 
Culture, p.162.
2. W.H.Schoff, The Eastern Iron Trade of the Roman 
Empire, JAOS., 35, P • 231 • tteroJotus, vii. 65.
3. Curtius, IX, viii. 1.
k* Wheeler, Ancient India, The Civilization of a Sub­
continent, in the Dawn of Civilization edited by 
Piggott, London 1961, pp.230,2^1,251J Early India and 
Pakistan, p.132.
The supreme weapon in the Epics, as in the Vedic 
literature, is the how and arrow. Every knight of note 
is a distinguished archer, and the best bowmen invariably 
decide the fate of an armed engagement. The Epics teem 
with references to the weapon held so highly in honour, 
called variously dhanus, capa, sarasana, karmuka and 
£arnga. The last two names derive from the materials of 
which bows are made, wood and horn respectively.^ The 
bows of horn were presumably composite weapons, smaller 
than the specimens of wood and bamboo which existed 
side by side, and which seem to be meant when bows are
p
described as talamatrani, i.e. a 'palm* long.- This 
signifies a length of 6 cubits according to Hopkins, who 
compares it with the numerical qualification employed in 
such terms as saflaratni.
The bows of the rich and the powerful were 
frequently inlaid with figures of golden elephants, 
little insects, dots and other such decorations.^
Arjuna's bow is described as backed with gold."’ Favourite
1. Krsna's bow is made of horn. Bows of ram's horn are 
mentioned in the Jatakas. Cf. Khandahala J&taka, No.68 
Sarabhanffa Jataka, No 5 22.
2. Mbh. 7.^-8.6.
3. Hopkins, JAOS., 13, p.270.
k. Mbh.U.38•20ff•
5. Ibid., U.56.U, suvarnaprgthaA
bows were given names, like the C-andiva of Arjuna, and 
Vijaya of Karna.
The bowstring was made of the murva, a type of 
hemp,^ or of cowhide as in the earlier period. The bow 
was usually unstrung when not in use. In the Epic, there 
are cries of "Oh" and "Alas", when a hero twangs his
p
bowstring. Indeed, the sound of the bowstring flapping 
against the hand-guard of leather calls for poetic 
notice. The bow is held perpendicularly while the string 
is pulled back to the ear to discharge the arrow. Arjuna 
alone among the host of warriors is left-handed or 
ambidextrous (savyasacin), and uses either hand as he 
pleases to draw the bowstring.
Quivers full of arrows were usually fastened to 
the backs of warriors, or carried on elephants and 
chariots. The frequent use of isudhi, the commonest word 
denoting a quiver, in the dual number, suggests that two 
quivers were tied together on a man’s back to ensure an 
adequate supply of arrows. The fact that the god Varuna 
presents a couple of quivers to Arjuna, appears to bear
out our inference.' There are other words used for the
U • *5quiver such as tunira, or upasanga. Prom the context
1• iva maurvi.
2. MTbh'.i+.5U.15.
3. Ibid., 1.216.7. 
b. Ibid., 5.152.3.
5. Ibid., U.UO.U; 5.152.3.
it appears that the latter usually connotes a larger 
quiver fastened to a war-chariot or an elephant.
The Epics describe numerous varieties of arrows.
The words isu, £ara (reed), and dalya usually denote an 
arrow, the last meaning more specifically the point only, 
and the whole by inference. Many more names are, however, 
met with, such as bana, bhalla, ndraca, nallka and pradara, 
vipatha and vaitastika.
Most of the arrows were made of reed or cane, as
2
we learn from the term vainava. The normal length of
the arrow was equal to that of the chariot axle.^ Arjuna’s
arrows are described as made of reed and metal, well-
tempered, tied with sinew, and engraved with his name.^
Drona’s arrows, too, are said to be incised with his 
5name.
The arrows called vaitastika  ^were very small in 
size and used to great advantage at close quarters. Their 
length of one span only argues for their use in a small
1. Pradara means ’to split apart’.
2. Mbh.7.7U,8.
3. Hopkins, op.cit., p.276.
U. Mbh.7.7h.7-8.
5. Ibid., 7*I01.U6. The old practice of engraving arrows 
with owners’ names continued right down to the modern 
times. See the article on ’The Old Tanjore Armoury’ 
by M.J.Walhouse in IA., vol.7# p.195* Cf.Ram. yuddha, 
Wl.23.
6. Mbh.7.98.30,51.
composite bow, or even suggests the possibility of some
form of cross-bow. Though we have no other evidence of
the use of this in India in our other sources, it is
known to certain quite primitive peoples of South East
Asia, and it is possible that the Aryans adopted some
such weapon from the indigenous inhabitants.
Iron arrows are usually meant where the term nSraca
is used;^- but we also come across the ardha (half)- 
2naraca. Arrows made of black iron are specifically 
mentioned in the Drona parva. The Virata parva 
speaks of large shafts (vipatha), flighted with vultures* 
feathers, whetted on stone and sharp pointed, wholly 
made of metal.^ The term nallka may also denote a hollow 
metal arrow, if not a shaft of reed. Elephants were 
often resisted with arrows of iron. Arjuna kills an 
elephant with a stout iron arrow which penetrates the 
animal’s body right up to the feathers.^ The Karna parva 
refers to naracas steeped in oil.^ They may have been
1. Mbh.3.170.17; 7.37.22; 8.14.29.
2. Ibid., 7.37.22.
3. Ibid., 7*28.4, karsnayasairbanaifr.
4. Ibid., 4.3^.26, sarva.yasah sarah.
5. Ibid., 3.170.17; 3.51.3 has karninalikan, Karni seems 
to mean eared or barbed.
6. Ibid., 4.60.8-10, drflhayasena banena.
7. Ibid., 8.14.29, tailadhautahsca naracdn.
lubricated to pierce surely and smoothly.
The Epics as well as the later texts tell us of iron 
arrows, but none have been found during the course of 
widespread archaeological excavations extending over a 
long period of time. May we ask if these shafts of metal 
existed in fact or in the poet’s imagination? It would 
not be easy to shoot an iron arrow to a worthwhile 
distance. Even if a singularly strong man could make 
use of one with a singularly strong bow at short range, 
its efficacy would be as dubious as its accuracy. These 
arrows may nevertheless have existed, and discoveries of 
a few old specimens would indeed be welcome.
Arrow-heads of different types figure in the Epics. 
The ksurapra^ is a knife-shaped arrow with a blade-head,
and even cuts a head from the body, if the Epic is to be
2
believed. A favourite arrow-head is the ardhacandra, 
or crescent-shaped, frequently described as very sharp 
and cutting off people’s heads. It is a very old type,
and was known even in ancient Rome, where it was used in
3 4circus games.^ Another variety is the vatsadanta,
often alluded to, said to be of the shape of a calf’s
1. Mbh.3.230.13; 3.255.24; 7.37.22.
2. Ibid., 3.255.13; 7.28.40; 7.101.59,etc.
3. IA., vol.7, p. 195; also see figures of old Hindu 
arrowheads, esp. nos.l and 7> facing p.194.
4. Mbh.7.37.22.
tooth and exceedingly sharp. The Ar anyaka parva speaks 
“bhallas.or sharpened arrows with flattened tips."**
These sharp hut br^6'd-headed varieties must have been 
useful in cutting bows and bowstrings as well as the 
limbs of the human body.
Sometimes we find mention of a serpent-headed
p
arrow, which must be dismissed as a poetic fancy. The
assumption of Hopkins^ that this term may have signified
arrows with poisoned tips, does not appear justified, as
there is no description of the poison’s work on its
victim; there are in fact other words found in our
literature to denote a poisoned arrow-head, such as alakta,
digdha and lipta.
Arrows are not infrequently described as steeped
in oil;^ They may have been incendiary arrows. We hear
15
of blazing and flaming arrows, and the so-called divine
1. Mbh.3.116.24, nisitairbhallaih. The afi.jalika is also 
one of the common arrowhead types, b r ^ d  and sharp 
(Mbh,7.37•22). At Kaudambi, arrowheads of iron and bone 
have been found from SP.II.5 onwards. Iron arrowheads 
of eleven types occur; one of them has a knife-blade 
and lozenge cross section. Some bone arrowheads bear 
black stains due either to poisoning or blood.
See GoR.Sharma, op.cit., pp.45-47.
2. Cf.Mbh.5.61.10.
3. Hopkins, op.cit., p.276. He too says, however, that it 
may perhaps be ’better understood of the sharp bite, 
the mhizzing sound, and the darting motion’.
4. Cf.Mbh.5.19.4, tailadhautaih
5. Ibid., 4.55.23, banena .jvalitena. This may be 
metaphorical, though one would assume that the 
metaphor is derived from actual practice.
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agneya or !fire-weapon,1 looms large in the Epic story.
It must have been a flaming arrow, which was definitely
used in the earlier Vedic period.
2
Hopkins holds that the standard of archery is 
relatively low in the Epics; the heroes strive to excel 
only in lightness of hand, in the matter of shooting as 
many arrows as fast as possible, without much care for 
the accuracy of their aim. Whenever two knights fight, 
the others witness spellbound; the sky becomes dark with 
the downpour of their arrows. He also thinks that the 
arrows were not very effective even if they hit their 
object, for we find the heroes spending so many arrows to 
kill one another. The few legends of accurate aiming 
are accretions of a later day, out of harmony with the 
tone of the Epic archery. But is Hopkins right?
The great heroes of the story could in fact achieve 
the impossible with their bows and arrows. The rapid 
discharge of many arrows did not go in vain on the field 
of battle. They took toll of untold numbers in every 
scene of war. Bhlsma alone accounted for 10,000 lives 
a day. And others like Arjuna and Karna, Drona and
1. Cf.Mbh.3.23^.7, etc.
2. Hopkins, op.cit., pp.272-3.
3. cf. Mbh.5.153.l6ff.; 5.19U.lUff.; also 5.170.20.; 
3.255.8,9; 1.1.158, etc.
Bhlma, and many more, were not far behind; they 
exterminated two gigantic armies, if one is to argue from 
the impossible figures of the Epic. Almost every battle- 
scene presents a net-work of arrows crossing and cutting 
one another in mid air. Bows are rent asunder and 
bowstrings are cut in twain; charioteers are slain, and 
the chariots are destroyed together with their horses.
The archer strikes wherever he likes with an impeccable 
accuracy of aim. An arrow is often enough to fell a 
huge elephant. Yet if many arrows do not kill a hero 
despite the fact that they rip across his body, we must 
remember the superhuman prowess of these Epic characters. 
They are no ordinary men, but would hold their own even 
against the gods if challenged. How would they succumb 
to ordinary blows? How would the story go on if they 
did so? The text on which Hopkins based his arguments, 
cannot support them.
We must also judge the question from a practical 
point of view. How many arrows could a warrior possibly 
shoot in a given time? How many arrows could he carry 
in his two quivers, which would have contained no more 
than 20 or 25 arrows at the most? His chariot indeed 
must have carried more. But how many more? All the 
rains of arrows from a hero's bow darkening the earth and 
sky must be treated as no better than gross exaggerations.
Yet the greatly exaggerated accounts of the archer's 
prowess in the Epics must have had some basis in the 
actual human skill of the warrior of the period.
We have some fine descriptions of delicate archery. 
To cite only two or three, Ekalavya shoots seven arrows 
into a barking dog’s mouth before he can shut it; the 
dog is not seriously hurt, but barks no more.1 Arjuna
shoots 21 arrows into a cow's hollow horn swinging on a
2  ^rope. The feat is repeated by Karna-^ who never aims
an arrow twice.^
Spears and javelins vie in popularity with bows and
arrows, and are indeed inseparable from any scene of war.
The commonest word denoting a spear or javelin is
£akti_, made of iron and often oiled for smoothness. Not
many £aktis can have been enriched with gold and beryl, as
the poet would have us believe; for, once hurled in
battle, they would normally be lost. Sometimes we hear
of a maha^akti t a large and powerful weapon adorned with
a hundred bells. Such a weapon seems rather unpractical,
1 . Mbh.l.l23.19ff.
2. Ibid., 1.125.2U.
3. Ibid., 1.126.12.
U. Ibid., 8.66.8 . For feats of display archers in modern 
India, see appendix.
5. Ibid., 1 .26.M+; 1 .63.2; 3.21.32; 3.170.17; 3.255.6; 
U.31.9; 5.19.3; 5.152.3.
6. Ibid., 3.270.3, ^ataghanfraifi
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and may have heen reserved for ceremonial occasions; hut 
it is possible that the hells were fastened to the hutt 
of the shaft, and served to balance the spear in flight. 
Frequently flung at their opponents by the knights in 
their chariots, spears are fitly called ratha^aktis.
They were effective weapons, as implied by their constant 
use, even though we are told how flying saktis are cut to 
pieces by a shower of arrows.
Various other words in the Mahabharata generally 
describe weapons of this class. It appears that these 
names may have been used synonymously quite as often as 
to distinguish one variety from the other. The rsti'1' 
seems to be one of the weapons of the ordinary soldier,
p
and probably signifies a javelin. The tomara is 
conspicuous for its sharp point, and may be, as 
explained by the commentator, a kind of javelin. The 
prasa has a broad and sharp head and must be a spear or 
javelin. Occasionally, a prasa is described as having 
a barb or handle;^ and in the Bhisma parva we hear of
1. Mbh•5•19•3> cf. Hopkins, op.cit., p.289.
2. Mbh.1.17.11, autiksnagra; 1.63.2; 1.123*8; 3.152.16;
3.170.17; 3.25537 5.152.3.
3* Ibid., 1.17.11, suvipulastiksna; 3.21.32; U.31.9: 
5*19*3*
h. Ibid., 3.255.26 has talayukta. Tala, ’surface’, ’lower 
part’, may also imply the broad barbed part of the 
spearhead.
mahaprasas hurled by horsemen on the field of battle.^
The Sal.ya parva s{^paks of the cavalry of Gandffhara,
p
10,000 strong, who fight with prasas, lances or spears.
The kampana, literally ’trembler’, appears to mean a 
dart or jewelin, which quivers when it strikes its 
target, and is often mentioned along with prasa and 
tomara. The £ula^ presumably represents a sharp iron 
spike used as a piking spear. The tri^ula or trident
g
also figures in the list of weapons used. The patti^a 
appears to denote a spear; the Bhlsma parva refers to
Raksasas riding on horseback with £ulas and patti^as.^
8 9Kunta and kanapa likewise signify projectile weapons of 
the same order, made of iron, thrust or flung at the 
enemy. And the bhinftipala is probably a short 
javelin thrown by the hand. In many of the passages 
cited, quite a few of these names occur together, pointing
1. Mbh•6.k k •20,21, mahaprasah ... a£uga vimalastiksnah.
2. Ibid., 9«22.29, prasayodhinaifi.
3. Ibid., 6.72.6; 7.35.24.
k* Ibid., 1.28.12; 3.21.32; 3*22.2 has diptafi^ca £ulan, 
which may mean blazing, or more probably, bright 
spears.
5 . Ibid., 1.26.U3*
6. Ibid., 3.152.16; 1.28.12.
7* Ibid., 6.86.32, dfllapatti^apanibhih. Patti^a can 
sometimes perhaps be exp lain eel as an axel
8. Ibid., 7.35.25.
9. Ibid., 1.218.2^ has ayah-kanapa.
10. Ibid., 5.19.3. Of. Monier Williams Dictionary, s.v. 
Kautilya, Arthadastra, Bk.II, ch.18, mentions and 
defines it, like the £akti, prasa and tomara, as a 
weapon with edges like a ploughshare. Later writers 
sometimes used it in the sense of a sling.
to some difference in their shapes and sizes, not 
otherwise determinable.
The sword has an honoured place in the armoury of 
the Epic warrior. Its efficacy has increased since the 
Vedic period, as attested by its prominence in the Epics 
as well as the Nikayas. Bhisma tells Nakula that the 
sword is the foremost of weapons, next, of course, in 
order to the bow.1 It is an essential part of knightly 
equipment; a warrior of rank almost invariably wears a
p
sword, besides his coat of mail and bow and arrows.
j.
The words employed to denote a sword are asi, khadga, 
nistriift^aJ and karavala.^  The asi is sometimes called 
mahasi or dlrghasi, just as the khaflga is called 
mahakhadga. A long sword may be meant where the word 
asi is used; a broad-sword where we have khadga, and 
a short sword where nistrimda occurs. It is not 
possible to be definite about the distinctions connoted 
by these names; they may also have been sometimes 
loosely used to mean swords in general. The word sayaka
1 . M~bh.12.l60. 81-81+.
2. sannaddhah kavacl khadgl, etc.; cf. Mbh. 1.216.16; 
3.16.3.
3. Ibid., 1.17.12; 1.123.8; 3.230.31; 4.7.1; 4.31.9.
4. Ibid., 2.66.14; 5.19.4; 7.13.60 has mahakhadga.
5. Ibid., 4.38.34. Nistrim^a or ni£trimsa, meaning more 
than 30 afigulas, may also be an indication of the 
weapon’s size. If so, the nistrim^a will not be a 
particularly short sword.
6. Ibid., 1.26.44; 5.19.3.
has also been used to signify a sword, described as
1 2  ^adorned with hells. Sheaths of tiger-skin, cow-skin,
and goat-skin^4" are referred to. Swords forged in the
country of the Nisadhas sire specially mentioned.
Swords are hurled as often as they are held in the
hand to fight with. Nakula is described as a great
r
swordsman. When a warrior’s bow and arrows failed him, 
when his charioteer, horses and chariot were destroyed, 
his sword and shield came to his rescue. In the Aranyaka 
parva, Nakula jumps down, sword and shield in hand, from 
his chariot attacked by an elephant, and lops off the 
trunk and the tusks of the infuriate beast.^ We 
repeatedly hear of knights jumping out of their wrecked 
chariots and hacking their way (asipatha) to safety
Q
through the ranks of their enemies. The sword must 
have been worn by the chariot warrior at all times.
Occasionally, we find two distinguished warriors 
engaged in a sword duel. Cekitana and Krpa fight with
1 . Mbh.U.38.31.
2. Ibid., U.38.30.
3. Ibid., U.38.32.
U. Ibid., U.38.33.
3. Ibid., U.38.32.
6. Ibid., 3.25^.15* Hopkins, op.cit., p.281, is wrong 
when he says that none holds to the sword as a 
favourite weapon.
7. Mbh. 3.255.l8ff.
8. See above, p.95 ; Mbh.3.230.31•
swords and strike each other until hoth fall unconscious.■**
In the Ramayana Laksraana says that he would encounter
2
with his sword the enemies of Rama. Mandalas or 
manoeuvres of the sword-fight are elaborately described 
in the Drona parva, where as many as 21 standard movements 
are specified. The old Indian passion for classification 
is here in evidence, for the so-called technical terms 
do not mean anything more than ’swinging the sword about, 
or over the foe, guarding by a false movement, approaching, 
touching, forcing the foe’s guard, twisting to one side 
or the other, retreating, clashing, assault from above, 
below on an exposed part, flashing quick passes',^ and 
sheathing.
5
Daggers and knives^ also figure in the Epic as 
projectile and hand weapons used for thrusting at close 
quarters. But they are used only by common soldiers, 
and are part of the equipment of the elephantry.
The battle-axe, designated as para&u,^ paraiSvadha,^
Q
or kuthara, is fairly common. It is not infrequently
1. Mbh. 6.80.27^.; of. 6.70.27.
2. Ramayana, Ayodhya, 23*35*
3* Mbh.7.192.37^., margan ... ekavim^atim, Cal.Ed.
U. Hopkins, op.cit., p.2&6, n.
5. vasi and ksura.
6 .  Mbh.5 . 1 9 . 3 .
7. Ibid., 3.21.32; 1.26.U3.
8. Ibid., 5.152.7.
described as a missile used by the nobility. The kuthara 
was a favourite weapon of Parasurama.
The discus or quoit (cakra) is indeed a very ancient 
weapon, harking back to the Rgveda, where it is mentioned 
as a weapon of Indra.1 In the Mahabharata it is the 
principal weapon of Krsna, whose cakra has a name,
sudarsana. It is described as made of iron, sharp-edged
2 * and revolving. Krsna cuts off the head of Sisupala
with a fling of his discus.
Dating back as it does to prehistoric times, the
popularity of the club or mace is symbolic of the
antiquity of the Epic tradition. For, it is a celebrated
weapon in the great Epic, wielded by knights of rank and
distinction. The words commonly used to denote a club
_ L 5 6
or mace are gada, musaia. and parigha. The Aranyaka
7
parva speaks of mahagadas or large maces, and all three
Q
varieties are now and then described as made of iron.
* 1 . RV.VIII.96.9.
2. paribhramantam, tiksnadharaift and ayasmayaift; Mbh.l.33.2ff. 
Cal. Ed.
3. Mbh.2.U2.21•
k. Ibid., 1 .26.UU; 1 .63.2; 1.123.8.
5. Ibid., 3.22.2; 1.63.2.
6. Ibid., 1.17.16; 1.26.U3; 1.28.12; Ram. Aranya, 26.10,11, 
speaks of a parigha with iron prickles.
7. Ibid., 3.22.2.
8. Ibid., 3.23U.21 has gadaifi sarva.yasiifi; 6.66.18 has
a.yasaih parighairiva; 1.17.16, parighaiscayasaih.
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They must have been in fact made of wood as well as
metal.^ Bhlmafs ponderous mace is said to be plated with
2
gold. The weapon must have usually had the shape of a 
sharp-cornered and heavy tapering post, girded with iron 
spikes and sometimes adorned with gold. In the Karna parva
* X
Salya speaks of his mighty mace decked with gold. In 
one place, a mace is said to be hexagonal in shape and 
four cubits in length.^ Favourite maces have specific 
names, like Modaki and Sikhari, given by Visvamitra to
R
Rama.
The mace was used by well-born and commoners alike, 
provided that they had the requisite strength and stamina 
to wield it. Its heavy size must have militated against 
its popularity with the average fighter. Only the 
strongest could use it to purpose and advantage. The 
mace-fight was a highly developed art with royal 
exponents like Balarama, Salya, Duryodhana and Bhlma. The 
Adi parva refers to four modes of fighting with a club 
or mace,^ explained by the commentator as. praksepa or 
hurling at the enemy from a distance, viksepa or 
close fight at the weapon’s point, pariksepa or
1. A wooden club is mentioned in Mbh.l.167.19*
2. Ibid., 3*152.15# mahagadam kaficanapattanaddhaift. Cf. 
3*255*^> where his mace is described* as made of £aik.ya 
iron and embossed with gold.
3. Ibid., 8.23*27.
k* Ibid., 5*50.28, catuskiskuifi sadasrimamitau.jasarfi.
5. Ram. Bala, 27*7*
6. Mbh. 1.62.12; see n.12 on p.283 of M i  parva, Cr.Ed.
■brandishing it around in the midst of foes, and lastly 
abhiksepa or hitting the opponent in front, ‘The mandalas 
or circling manoeuvres associated with cluh-fighting are 
repeatedly mentioned.^ A warrior often rushes away from 
his broken chariot with his mace in his hand; it is 
Bhima’s favourite pattern of behaviour. The fate of a 
kingdom after a victorious war is again staked by 
Yudhisthira on a single duel with the mace between Bhlma 
and Duryodhana. The £alya parva,2 affords us a vivid 
description of this thrilling fight; the entire 
repertoire of tricks is here in evidence. The end, though, 
belies the rules; Duryodhana is struck on his thighs 
despite the fact that a blow below the navel is taboo.
The club is often hurled at the enemy like any 
other missile, and there are a few weapons which must be 
explained as clubs or bludgeons of one kind and another. The 
sthuna of black iron, and the laguda of stone, belong 
to this category in general. And the bhu&undi^ may also
1. Mbh.1.1.152, Cr.Ed.; 9.57.17ff., Cal.Ed.
2. Ibid., 9.55.ff• 5 9«57.17ff., Cal.Ed. One binds up his 
hair, and puts on a breastplate and helmet in order to 
fight with a club. See 9.32.60ff., Cal.Ed. In 3.12.39ff., 
Cr.Ed., Bhima and a Raksasa fight with uprooted trees.
3. Mbh.7.15^.37.
U. Ibid., a&nalaguda.
5. Ibid., 3*21.32;#3.166.15. The St.Petersb, Die. and 
Monier Williams only describe it as a kind of weapon.
The word £unda also means to 'break* or 'crush'; see 
Monier WilliamsT Die., s.v. A few scholars take the 
bhusuftdl to be a firearm on the authority of very late 
texts; but the meaning is clearly impossible for the 
Epic, where it occurs as an ordinary projectile weapon 
with many more.
"be a heavy club, perhaps shaped like the trunk (sunda) 
of an elephant. The mudgara is probably a heavy tapering 
club, flung like the other weapons.^
We must not forget to consider the nature of the 
yantras so ostentatiously displayed on the city walls,
repeatedly mentioned but relatively ineffectual in the
2
Epic descriptions of battle. The word yantra is of 
ancient usage, dating back to the Rgveda, where it occurs 
in the sense of ’any instrument for holding or 
restraining or fastening, a prop, support, or barrier. ’
In the Mahabharata, too, it has a variety of connotations, 
as for instance, ’a fetter, band, tie, thong, rein, 
trace, any instrument or apparatus, a bolt on the door, 
or oars or sails in a boat1. More specifically, however, 
yantra appears as a concomitant of fortification, where 
it must be construed as a weapon of offence and defence. 
Yantras protect the cities of Indraprastha,^ Dvaraka,^
1. Mbh.3.268.5; 5.19.3. Mudgara is given by Hopkins, op.cit. 
p.293^and Monier Williams as meaning a hammer; In Hindi, 
however, it denotes a heavy tapering club, a pair of 
which are used for exercise. These are the ’Indian 
clubs’ of the Western museums.
2. Gf. Monier Williams’ Dictionary, s.v.
3. Mbh.1.199.33.
k. Ibid., 3.16.5.
-1 . 2Ayodhya and Lanka. In the Ramayana we are told of
stones hurled hy yantras. which are also used for raining 
arrows on the enemy. The noise produced hy the yantras 
in action is a subject of special notice.^- The tenacity 
of the yantra tradition in Indian literature is proof 
alike of its real existence and its value. But the 
utmost that can be reasonably claimed for it points to 
its being either a catapult, ballista or a huge bow which 
threw stones and heavy arrows at the enemy. Some of 
these yantras must have been strung like bows, and 
their noise can be explained as the ringing flap of the 
string, the whizz of stones and missiles, and the crash 
and disorder in the ranks opposite. Whatever the exact 
nature of these contrivances, they were doubtless of 
simple construction and could not quickly cast many 
stones or arrows around, which may account for their 
comparative ineffectiveness.
1. Ram. Bala, 5*10.11.
2. Ibid., Yuddha, 3*12ff.; Mbh.3.268.4.
3. Ram.Yuddha, 3*12. Compare the Bible, 2nd Book of 
Chronicles, ch.26, v.15, which speaks of king Uzziah 
who ’made in Jerusalem engines, invented by cunning 
men, to be on the towers and upon the battlements, to 
shoot arrows and great stones withal.’ The king is 
assigned to C.766-7UO B.C.
U. Cf. Mbh.3*268.U, karnattayantradurdharsa.
5* Cf. Ibid., 15«23«9, fiai.Ed., sa.i.jayantrayudhopetaih. 
The sound of the bow is compared to that of a yantra 
in Mbh.lU.77• 26, vicakarsa dhanuh ... yantras.yeveha 
dabdo ’bhun mahanstasya,* Cal.Ed.*
That elephants and chariots also carried yantras, 
is proved hy a few references;1 hut yantras in open 
hattle seem to signify weapons in general. King Ajata- 
£atru of Magadha, a contemporary of the Buddha, used a
new engine of war against the Vajjis, called the
- 2mahasilakantaga.. which must have heen a stone-hurling
contrivance like those denoted hy the Epic yantras.
An interesting weapon figuring in the Epics is
called ^ataghnl. Literally, it moans a ’hundred-killer’;
hut we must heware of poetic epithets; even an ordinary
hook is sometimes called an ’all-killer1. An analysis of
the relevant data reveals that ^ataghnis belonged to two
particular categories easily described as large and small
We find them on the walls and gates of cities beside the 
■5
yantras; they often have wheels and spikes and hells. 
These £ataghnis must have heen columns of wood or stone 
or metal, girded with spikes and usually provided with 
wheels for easy movement, which were hurled on the enemy 
trying to storm and scale the walls of a city. Their 
crash must have produced a great noise accompanied hy 
some damage. But though poets talk of hundreds, not many
1. Mbh.7.122.8U, Cr.Ed.; 15.23.9, Cal.Ed.
2. Raychaudhuri, Political History of Ancient India, 1953 
Sixth Ed., p •213•
3. Mbh. 1.199.33; Ram. Sundara, 2.21; yuddha, 3* 1*4.23.
could easily he got on top of the walls; hence their 
negligible impression on the result of an operation, 
despite the attention attracted hy their size and display.
The smaller variety of £ataghnl was used as an 
ordinary missile on the field of battle, and was held in 
the hand, like clubs, swords, and other weapons.1 In 
the Karna parva, sataghnis, along with other weapons,
p
form the equipment of a hero’s chariot, and are 
occasionally said to he adorned with hells.J Bhlsma 
is pelted hy the Pandavas with ^ataghnis,^ which are 
elsewhere hurled together with clubs, pikes and swords.
The Drona parva speaks of Karna being covered with a
shower of arrows, so that he looks like a ^ataghni
c.
with numerous spikes. The reference is clearly 
demonstrative of the shape, and possibly also the size 
of the larger variety of a £ataghni.
We have thus seen that the so-called sataghnis 
were projectiles, whether large or small, hurled at the 
enemy in open battle as well as in siege warfare. 
Presumably, the smaller variety was not furnished with
1. Mbh.9.45. 109-10, Cal.Ed.
2. Ibid., 8.7,8, Cr.Ed.
3. Ibid., 8.10.32, sakihkinih.
4. Ibid., 6.114.2. * '
5. Ibid., 3.22.2; cf. 7.131.34; 7.154.27.
6. Ibid., 7.108.40.
wheels found helpful in the case of larger specimens.
Yet, if we sometimes hear of wheeled sataghnis being 
flung in battle like the other missiles, we must attribute 
this to the poet's love of the miraculous; for he seems 
to imagine the Epic warriors hurling these colossal 
Sataghnis with an ease associated with javelin-throwing.
The dataghni stands in a class apart from the yantra; 
while the latter propels stones or arrows, the former is 
itself hurled as a missile.1
It is interesting to note a number of other objects 
used for purposes of offence and defence, even though 
some of them can hardly be classed as weapons. Huda
as an implement of war is often associated with fortified
2
defence, and may have been a rod of metal used as a
■5
projectile. Stones and firebrands of dry grass were 
also thrown on the enemy from the walls of a city.^ And 
srftgikas mentioned in the same context along with liquids 
and other substances, appear to have been hollow horns 
full of burning oil and other ingredients such as pepper (?)
1. Date, The Art of War in Ancient India, pp.36,42, 
erroneously supposes that both yantra and £ataghni 
were used for hurling stones at the enemy."”
2. Mbh.3.16.55 3.268.4.
3. See Monier Williams’ Die., s.v.
4. Mbh. 3.16.6, solkalatavapothika.
flung at the hesiegers.1 The ramparts of Lanka are 
protected hy warriors equipped with earthen pots full of 
poisonous snakes and resinous powders, presumably 
burning. Elsewhere, soldiers are armed with oil, 
treacle and sand, presumably hot, and linen steeped in 
oil and clarified butter,^4 to be used clearly for hurling 
firebrands. They also carry crude instruments for 
seizing the hair of their opponents, and ropes and nooses
g
to add to their terror. This strange assembly of rough 
and ready weapons only serves to remind us of the 
antiquity of the Epic tradition.
Warriors, in fact, fight with whatever they can lay
their hands on. Sugriva and Vali fight with wood and
7 3stones; and Arjuna attacks Kirata with trees and rocks.
Stones as weapons are indeed fairly common, frequently
q
heaped on the walls of cities, and we hear of torrents 
of rocks in battle.^ The Drona parva speaks of 
mountaineers, adepts in the art of fighting with stones,
1. Mbh.3.16.8,9* dravyairanekairvividhaih.
2. Ibid., 3.268.4.
3. Ibid., 3.152.5.
4. Ibid., 5.152.7.
5. Ibid., 5.152.5# kacagraha.
6. Ibid., 5*152.4, rajcju and pa£a ; cf. 7.35.25.
7. Ibid., 3.264.30.
8. Ibid., 3.40.42.
9. Ibid., 3.16.6; 3.268.4.
10. Ibid., 3.23.10.
producing a thick shower of missiles.'1' Stones must have 
"been both slung and thrown hy the hand. Balls (guda) 
of metal or stone, to which the Epics refer, were hurled, 
presumably with the help of a sling.
It is needless to discuss the formidable list of 
the so called divine weapons, mere figments of the poet’s 
imagination. The Epics, however, reveal a popular faith 
in the efficacy of magic and incantations; amulets 
designed to confer victory are worn, and weapons are often 
enlivened with charms and mantras. Though they help 
little in point of fact, it is interesting to note the 
practice of these tricks of faith.
The use of shields and protective armour is 
throughout in evidence. It is doubtful if the ordinary 
soldier of an army could afford an elaborate armour, 
though knights of rank almost invariably appear armed 
with a cuirass or breastplate, and arm-and-finger
- T
protectors.^ Cuirasses or breastplates of copper, iron, 
silver and gold are not infrequently referred to as 
enriched with gems and diamonds.^ It is most unlikely
1. Mbh.7.97.29ff.
2. Ibid., 7*15U«37 bas a&nagudah.
3 • Sannaddhah kavaci khadgi badcLhagodharigulitravan.
U. Ibid., 1.25YUlY kavacani vicitrani vaiduryavikrtani; 
^•57.4; U.57«7> kavacanaifl ...tamrarajatalohanam.
that cuirasses were made entirely of a metal so soft as 
gold, though, of course, as we learn, they were adorned 
or sometimes plated with gold.1 Indeed, poetic 
flirtation with the precious metals makes them utterly
commonplace* Armour of "black iron decorated with gold
2is specifically mentioned. In the Virata parva, the 
Matsya king's armour is described as impenetrable, and 
’decked with a hundred suns, a hundred circles, a hundred 
spots, and a hundred e y e s . R e s p i t e ,  however, such 
epithets as ’impenetrable’ or ’invulnerable’, no armour 
is proof against the well shot shafts of a warrior, much 
too often in the Epic, we find the coat of mail loosened, 
cut off and bored by powerful arrows, spears and other 
weapons.
Chain-armour was also known and worn by both men and
5
animals. Poetic fancy, as usual, depicts it as made of 
gold. Reduced to reality, it must have been iron or 
copper, occasionally adorned with gold or silver.
1. Mbh.U.30.13 bas suvarnaprstham suryabhaift.
2. Ibid., k»k9*15, suvarnakarsnayasavarmanaddha ; U.30.10 
has sava.jrayasagarbhaA tu kavacam taptakaficanaifi.
3« IbidT, lu30.12; cf. U.30.1U. 
k. Cf.U.57.4; 6.UU.30.
5. Ibid., 3*15U.10, Cal.Ed., rukma.jalapraticchanna ;
6.19*31 y Cal.Ed., hemamayair .jalair dipyamana ivacalah; 
mailed horses in 3•18.1; 30.16, Cr.Ed. A1so see above,
#P • 79*
The arm-guard and the finger protector were worn "by 
archers to protect their hands and fingers from the 
friction of the bowstring. Warriors also wore some kind 
of a helmet, called sirastrana or ’head-protector1, of 
metal, sometimes studded with precious stones, the exact 
shape of which it is not possible to visualise. They 
also often wore turbans of cloth, known as usnisa1 or 
vestana, which must have effectively deadened the blows of 
weapons. Crowns or head-gears adorned with diamonds and
p
garlands are also mentioned, and Arjuna is called 
kirltamall. We do not know if the kanthatrana or
“ 0 —  ■ -  — — —  o  o  ■ -  -  ■ -  — ■■■ •  —
’neck-protector’ occasionally referred to, was part of 
the cuirass or the helmet, or a separate piece attached 
to one or both of them. At any rate, it seems to have 
served little practical purpose, if we are to draw any 
conclusion from the numberless heads so easily lopped off, 
often at one blow. The warriors also revelled in a 
jealous exhibition of their personal adornments, such as 
ear-rings, bracelets and armlets of gold, diamonds and 
garlands.^ The ear-rings could possibly be seen dangling 
below the turban, but it appears that the hand-guard left
1. Mbh.k.37.11.
2. Ibid., 3.170.35; J+.49.18.
3. Ibid., Ij-.19.18.
k. Ibid., 3.170.35; U.U9.18; U.57.11; 6.17.17, 
kaficanangadakeyuraih.
that portion of the arm hare where bracelets and other 
ornaments were fastened to he displayed.
Tiger-skins covered and protected chariots, hut 
were also occasionally worn hy men to serve as extra 
protection.2 The Santi parva mentions defensive armour 
of ox and serpent hide for elephants.^ Many folds of 
ox-hide may have heen used to protect the elephant’s 
body; hut the serpent-skin seems to he intended only 
for decorative purposes. Shields of leather called 
carma were popularly used. The sword and shield 
invariably go together in the descriptions of battle.
A knight siezes his sword and shield when his how fails 
him and his chariot is rendered useless. It seems as 
though the shield awaits its turn lying in the chariot, 
until he gives up the how and arrow that must have 
occupied both his hands. It is possible, though we have 
no definite evidence, that a small shield was fastened 
to a warrior’s fore-arm while he used the how and arrow. 
Saravara,literally that which protects from arrows , 
is used specifically of a shield in the Bhisma parva, ^
1. Cf. Mbh, 5.81.18.
2. Ibid., k*50.k.
3. Mbh. 12.101.6.
U. Ibid., 6.86.36, nikysya nisitam khadgaifi grhitva ca 
daravaraift; cf. 6.56.17, suvarnataraganabhusitani 
^aravarani; 7.13.66.
but in connection with a sword. Shields of tiger-skin 
and ox-hide are often referred to as decorated with such 
devices as the sun, moon and stars.1 Phalaka, 
presumably signifying a shield of wood or metal,
* pdistinguished from carma in the Santi parva, is 
described as held in the left hand elsewhere.^
Evolved through the tedious toil of many millennia, 
all these aids to early strife led to man's conquest of 
man and the spread of techniques and civilization, at a 
price paid in suffering associated with war.
1. Cf. Mbh. 6.83.30.
2. Ibid., 12.101.8.
3. Ibid., X.8 .55, savye sa phalake bhy^am. Hopkins, 
curiously enough, takes it to mean a sword in these 
passages. Phalaka, signifying a tablet or slab in 
general, is more naturally rendered as a shield.
See St. Petersb. Lexicon and Monier Williams' Dic.,s.v.
CHAPTER VI
Ports and Fortifications
In the history of defence and warfare, fortified 
sites played a role of key significance, until the 
invention of the aeroplane and the modern engines of 
destruction reduced their efficacy; but they yet remain, 
great and grim reminders of bygone battles. Ports 
sheltered towns and villages and all that they contained, 
commanded roads and rivers as well as the adjacent 
territory, and served as refuge against pressure of 
raiders and invaders. Even non-military people and 
those -unfit for the field could help man the defences of 
a fort, while the enemy needed double the strength of the 
garrison to invest it. The beginnings of fortification 
in India can be traced as far back as the prehistoric 
age. At Kot Diji, fifteen miles south of Khairpur and 
25 miles east of Mohenjodaro, a fortified town of pre- 
Indus date has been laid bare by recent excavation, 'with 
a strongly walled citadel armed with rectangular towers 
of stone and m u d - b r i c k , A  burnt layer crowns the 'Kot 
Dijian' strata, a reminder, perhaps, of the site's
1. Wheeler, Early India and Pakistan, pp.106-7; The Indus 
Civilization, p.15*
destruction about 2U00 B.C., when it was surmounted by an 
unfortified settlement of the Harappan type.1
2
At Kohtras Buthi, in Sind, N.G.Majumdar discovered 
a fortified site of the Amri culture, slightly earlier 
than the Harappan. The ruins occupy the top of a hill 
steep and inaccessible on three sides, but gradually 
sloping down to only ten feet above the surrounding plain 
on the south. As one goes up the southern slope, he 
comes across first a low rampart wall, and next a second 
wall, larger and stronger than the first. This latter 
wall is made of cyclopean masonry, and shows traces of 
four ruined bastions with an entrance on the south-east. 
Professor Piggott^ likens the site to a 'promontory fort', 
and compares it with the fortifications on the Tharro 
hill, also in Sind. Here, too, the fortifications 
'take the form of double walls, curved and of massive 
construction and 250 feet apart, cutting off the southern 
headland of the hill in true promontory-fort manner.'
Amri Ware was found on the surface, but plain red Ware 
allied to that of Harappa, was also in evidence.^- Yet
1. Wheeler, op.cit.
2. Majumdar, ASI., Annual Report, 1930-3U, p.'102.
3. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.77. 
k. Ibid., p.78.
another Amri settlement in Sindh, called Dhillanijo Kot, 
shows traces of a defensive wall surrounding the site.1
At Toji and Mazena-damb in South Baluchistan, two 
sites probably of the Kulli culture, Stein noted the 
indications of a possible defensive wall around the
settlement, and similar walls probably stood at the Siah-
2
damb of Jhau. And at Mughal Ghundai, too, there are 
traces of a defensive wall to the settlement.
Not long ago, Sir Mortimer Wheeler’s fieldwork and 
excavation at Harappa and Mohenjodaro proved the existence 
of lofty citadels at the two sites. ’We now know that 
each of them was dominated by a massively fortified 
citadel, and must therefore have been subjected to 
autocratic or bureaucratic ’citadel rule’, its precise 
form at present unknown and unlikely to be known until 
perhaps some happy discovery unlocks the Harappa script,’^  
The defences at HarappS fell roughly within the 
limits of a parallelogram, U60 yards by 215 yards, and 
there was a complex western gate-system with terraces 
designed for ceremonial purposes, and provided with
1. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.78.
2. Ibid., p.97.
3. Ibid., p.l2U.
4. Wheeler, Ancient India, no.3, p.59.
5. Ibid., pp,6Uff.; pi.XV; The Indus Civilization, pp.20 ff., 
and fig. k and plan facing p.20.
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guard-rooms at the outer angles. The main entrance was 
perhaps represented hy the gateway on the northern side.
The great rampart of mud and mud-brick was designed 
as an embankment against the inroads of the flood water. 
Ten to twenty feet high, it helped raise the base of the 
defences proper above flood level. On the bund stood 
the main wall of mud-brick battered externally and 
internally, with a basal width of kO feet and a height 
of about 35 feet. It was revetted with a facing of baked 
brick on the outside, battered back to a slope of 23-31 
degrees from the vertical, and reinforced by rectangular 
towers or salients, some of which were carried higher 
than the main wall, as suggested by the surviving masses 
of mud-brick core.
A long period of wear and tear necessitated the 
reconstruction of the original baked brick revetment, 
which was considerably thickened in some places. This 
rebuilding with complete bricks instead of brick-bats 
was done in perfect fashion at the height of Harappafs 
glory. But in the next and the last phase of 
reconstruction, an additional salient was added to the 
north-west corner, and the two entrances of the western 
gate-system were wholly or partially blocked. The 
Harappans, as Wheeler said, were on the defensive.
21S
The westernmost mound at Mohenjodaro was surrounded 
hy similar defences.^- It is actually surmounted hy a 
Buddhist stupa of the second century A.D., which has 
hindered a proper excavation of the site. The artificial 
platform of the citadel, huilt of mud-brick and mud, 
dates from the phase to which great public buildings such 
as the Bath and the Granary also belong. At or near its 
south-eastern corner the citadel mound includes a system
p
of solid burnt-brick towers, yet to be fully explored.
The brickwork of the earliest of these towers, 31 x 22 ft., 
contemporary with the platform, was originally reinforced 
by horizontal timbers; it tended to crumble as the wood 
decayed, and was partially repaired with bricks. The 
Great Granary, also contemporary with the citadel mound, 
was the only other building so constructed. The later 
builders of the adjacent towers did not repeat the 
mistake. * It would almost appear that the mound and its 
buildings are the work of a new immigrant regime 
accustomed to the traditions of mud-brick rather than of 
baked-brick architecture.’^
Two of the rectangular bastions at the south-eastern
1. See Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, pp.27ff*> and 
fig. 6.
2. Ibid., pi.VI B.
3. Ibid., p.30.
corner seem to have flanked a postern gate, which was 
later blocked and replaced by a platform with a parapet. 
About a hundred baked-clay missiles were found in the 
debris on this platform.1 The towers, together with other 
foundations to their east yet uncovered, may be found to 
belong to a small fort or strong-point.
A baked-brick tower or salient, still standing 
10 feet high, has been partially exposed on the west side 
of the citadel, to the south of the Granary. A small 
postern has also been identified to the north of this 
tower. The citadel platform had defences throughout its 
circuit, even though they were not as uniform as those 
of Harapph.
A small site of the Harappan culture, All Murad in 
Sind, was surrounded by a stone wall three to five feet 
thick, which enclosed an irregularly rectangular area
p
including houses and at least one well. It is not far 
from the Phusi Pass, opening from the Kirthar range on 
to the lowland, and the fortification seems to have 
been a normal provision for safety from enemies and 
robbers.
1. Wheeler, op.cit., p.30.
2. N.G.Majumdar, Explorations in Sind, MASI., no.U8, 193U, 
pp.89-90.
3. Wheeler, op.cit., p.U8; Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.173*
At Sutkagen-dor in Makran, Stein found massive
fortifications enclosing an area about 170 yards by
125 yards, in association with Harappan pottery.1 The
wall was built of roughly squared stone blocks in
courses, 30 feet wide at the foot and with a vertical
inner face, while the outer face was battered at an
angle of kO degrees. It must have been originally 20 to
25 feet high, and the whole site was indeed very strongly
fortified. In the south-western corner, there were
traces of a gateway only 8 feet wide, with probable
flanking towers or guard-houses; buildings once stood
both inside and outside this gateway. Sutkagendor must
have been an important trading post, as providing contact
with the sea-borne trade of the Persian Gulf and the 
2
Arabian Sea.
Recent excavations at Kalibangan on the left bank 
of the Ghaggar in Northern Rajasthan have brought to 
light an important centre of the Harappan Civilization.-^
1. Stein, An Archaeological Tour in Gedrosia, MASI., no.U3> 
1931* pp.60ff.; Archaeological Reconnaissances in North 
Western India and South Eastern Iran, London, 1937,
pp.70-71.
2. Piggott, Prehistoric India, pp .17*4-, 210; cf. also 
Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, p.ij.8.
3. Indian Archaeology 1960-61, pp.31-32; cf. The 
Illustrated London News, March 2k, 1962, pp*U3U-U57.
The larger mound revealed successive remains of ordinary 
houses. But the smaller mound contained a massive mud- 
brick platform, over which stood the relevant buildings. 
The latter mound perhaps represents a citadel, the 
location of which facing the general habitation area 
reminds one of both the Harappa and Mohenjodaro citadel- 
mounds. And if these two cities were the provincial 
capitals of a big empire, it is not impossible that 
Kalibangan also enjoyed a metropolitan status in the 
Sarasvatl valley.1
Walter A. Fairservis, Jr., asserts that religion was 
the intensifying factor that created and gave form to the
Harappa civilization; Mohenjodaro was almost purely a
2
ceremonial centre; and the fortifications at 
Mohenjodaro and Harappa were presumably defences against 
floods only. But his hypothesis does not bear scrutiny. 
The prehistoric fortifications at the two famous sites 
and elsewhere cannot be explained away as mere defences 
against floods. A man in his house is safer than a man
1. Indian Archaeology 1960-61, pp.31-32.
2. Walter A.Fairservis, Jr., American Museum Novitates, 
published by the American Museum of Natural History, 
New York. No.2055, November 17, 1961, The Harappan 
Civilization - New Evidence and More Theory, p.18.
3. Ibid., p.l5«
in the open, and it does not require a great stretch of 
the imagination to seek safety behind a wall against an 
enemy’s onslaught. That the walls also guarded against 
floods, does not by any means disprove the contemporary 
appreciation of their military value. Religion has been 
a vital factor in Indian life across the centuries, but 
it has always sought harmony with the political authority; 
the one could not fashion the pattern of existence without 
the other. Lofty citadels such as those of Harappa and 
Mohenjodaro, including great gateways and watchtowers, 
clearly bespeak authority as well as the need for defence 
against an alien enemy. The astonishing organisation 
and efficiency of urban life, well planned streets and 
drainage system, great granaries and coolies’ barracks, 
alike betoken the whip of a coercive power that 
formulated the laws of civic life and ensured their 
observance. A certain measure of autocracy is plainly 
manifest in the scheme of affairs, and the citadels 
presuppose a regular organisation of defence, despite the 
poor quality of the Harappan weapons. Large round balls 
of baked clay and sling pellets of round and ovoid shape 
found in and around the enclosed area at Mohenjodaro,1 
leave little doubt that the fortifications stood as
1.Marshall, Mohenjodaro and the Indus Civilization, II, 
pp.U65,U66; Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, p.30.
"bulwarks of defence against the contingency of human 
invasion.
The numerous references to forts and fortifications 
in the Rgveda and the later Vedic literature were 
dismissed by earlier scholars as being either mythical or 
at best referring to primitive earthworks reinforced by 
palisades or possibly rarely by stone. The later 
discovery, however, of prehistoric fortifications, lent a 
character and reality to the Rgvedic purs and durgas that 
had never been visualised before. And the gap that yawned 
between Harappa and the later fortified sites, has been 
considerably narrowed by the archaeological labours of 
recent years. The advent of the Aryans in India 
synchronises with the death or destruction of the cities 
of the Indus valley. Some of the inhabitants of these 
cities were probably the Dasyus and Dasas of the Rgveda, 
proto-australoids with dark skins and flat noses, 
worshippers of the phallus - natural enemies of the Aryan 
intruder.
Indra, the Aryan battle-god, goes on ’from fight to 
fight intrepidly, destroying fort after fort with strength’.1 
He overthrows the non-Aryan kings and rends their forts
1 . rv.I.53.7; cf. 1.32.6; 1.33.12; 1.61.5; 1.63.7; 1.130.7; 
I.131.U; I.17U.2; 11.20.7,8; III.3U.1; IV.30.20, etc.
’as age consumes a garment’.1 He is the great leveller 
of the Dasas’ towns; and all the circumstantial 
evidence, as Sir Mortimer Wheeler remarks, seems to brand 
him as the author of the destruction of great cities of 
the Harappan epoch. A verse of the Rgveda, describing 
how he slays the noseless Dasyus, and in their home 
overthrows the hostile speakers, reminds one of people 
massacred in their homes and streets at Mohenjodaro. And 
Hariyupi^ya, mentioned in the Rgveda as the scene of an 
Aryan victory, may be none other than Harappa itself.^" 
This, though, is a mere conjecture, and proof is yet
distant. Agni, too, like Indra, figures as a fort-
5
destoyer, and indeed helps him reduce ninety castles of 
the Dasas. And the myth of Indra killing a demon to free 
the pent-up waters may probably signify the destruction 
of the river dams constructed by the Indus people, so that
1. RV.IV.16.13; Cf. I.53*8*9; I.5U.6; II.lU.6.
2. Ibid., 1.103*3* The word pur in the Rgveda definitely 
connotes a fortified site, but for tfie sake of 
literary style, we occasionally render it as ’castle’, 
’town’ or ’city* in our text.
3. Ibid.V.29.10.
U. Ibid., VI.27*5; Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, p.20; 
cf. B.B.Roy, JBORS., March 1928, pp.129-30;
R.C.Majumdar and others in ’An Advanced History of 
India’, London, 19*4-6, p.26; Kosambi in JBBRAS., 26, p.56.
5. RV.VI.16.39; VII.6.2.
6. Ibid., 111.12.6.
the waters turned against theme1
We can now understand the nature of the forts and
p
strongholds (pur, durga) described in the Rgveda as
3 4 3made of ayas and of stone. The epithet ama may
sometimes refer to unbaked (literally ’raw') brick walls,
£
The word dehl is used in the Rgveda, in the sense of 
ramparts or defensive walls, with palisades and a ditch. 
And the Atharva Veda uses vapra  ^for ’rampart’. Ports 
are described as ’broad’ (prthvl) and wide (urvi), or
Q
as consisting of a hundred walls, even in the Rgveda; 
and the term mahapura, ’great fort’, occurs in the 
Ya.jur Veda Saifihitas and the Brahmanas ,1(1 The view of 
Pischel and Geldner11 that there were towns with wooden 
walls and ditches in the Vedic period, like Pataliputra 
of a later day as known to Megasthenes and the Pali texts, 
does not appear altogether improbable.
‘The significance of the autumnal forts mentioned in
1. Piggott, Prehistoric India, p.262; Kosambi, op.cit., 
p.49-
2. Both these words are common in the RV. For full list 
of their occurrence see G-rassmann, Wdrterbuch, s.w.
3. RV.1.58.8; II.20.8; X.101.8.
4. Ibid., IV.30.20.
5. Ibid., 11.35.6.
6. Ibid., VI.47.2; VII.6.5; Vedic Index, I,pp.379*539*
7. AV.VII.71.1.
8. RV.1.189.2.
9* Ibid., 1.166.8; VII.15.14, satabhu.ji.
10. TS.VI.2.3*1; KS.24.10; MS.3.8.1; AB.I.23.2; Gopatha 
Br.2.2.7.
11. Vedische Studien, 1.22,23.
the Rgveda,1 is somewhat difficult to explain. They must 
have served to guard the people against floods and human 
attack during autumn. But, as floods do not constitute a 
regular feature of the autumn, the forts presumably 
served their primary purpose of defence against man during 
the cool season of campaigns and predatory activity. This 
possibly explains the epithet ’autumnal1 as applied to the 
Vedic fortifications.
p
The ftgveda mentions the purpati, 'lord of the fort’.
He may have been a ruler or governor, or a regular
officer, like the gramani at another level.^ Macdonell
and Keith hold that he was the chief of a fort under
attack. It was, as we know, a time of troubles and
insecurity; sudden attacks and regular raids presented a
permanent source of anxiety; and we should not be
surprised if the purpati was the commander of a permanent
garrison, the custodian of the fort’s defence.
Ports were reduced by siege (upasad) and effective 
£
blockade, and sometimes finally captured by breaching 
the walls (prabhid) and assault. The pur-carisnu of a 
Rgvedic passage may have been some kind of a battering
1. Sjaradlh. RV.I.131.U; I.17U.2.
2. RV.I.173.10.
3. Muir, OST. V, p.456.
U. See below,-pp. 2l5 6-E5& .
5. Vedic Index, s.v.
6. TS.VI.2.3.1; Sb .III.U.U.3-5; AB.I.23; Gopatha Br.II.2.7.
ram used in assaulting a fort.'1' Fire doubtless played an
p
important part in siege operations. ' Arrows tipped with 
flame must have "been used to set fire to enemy 
strongholds. The Taittiriya Saifthita speaks of the three 
citadels of the Asuras cleft by a shaft, whose point was 
Agni.^ Agni is not infrequently described as a destroyer 
of forts. The role of fire in war is well illustrated in 
a Rgvedic passage cited below:
TTransfix the fiends with darts that burn most 
fiercely.
Forth go in rapid flight thy whirling weapons: 
follow them closely, glowing in thy fury.
Spread with thy tongue the winged flames, 0 Agni; 
unfettered, cast thy firebrands all around thee.
And again:
f...in kindled fire he [Indra] burnt up all their 
weapons,
£
And made him rich with kine and carts and horses.1
1. cf. Vedic Index, II.p.Ul7.
2. RV.VII.5i3.
3. Ibid., I.66.U.
k. TS.VI.2.3.1,2; cf. KS.XXIV.10; XXV.1; Kapisthala 
KS.XXXVIII.3.k; MS.III.8.1,2; Sb.III.U.1+.3-20,26,27; 
AB.1.23,25.
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The Artheirva Veda similarly speaks of ’tongues of fire' 
and 'tufts of smoke’ left in the trail of a conquering 
army.1
That all the forts referred to in the Vedic 
literature were not Dasa strongholds, is proved alike hy 
the internal evidence of the Vedas and the spadework of 
the archaeologist. The Rgveda contains repeated prayers
p
to Agni to preserve the faithful with 'forts of ayas’, 
and to 'he unto us a wide, broad, ample castle'.^ The 
excavations at Kau^ambl have brought to light the 
impressive fortifications of the town famous in 
antiquity. The mounds of the ancient rampart describe a 
peripheral circuit of roughly four miles, and, girdled 
by a moat, form a semi-circle with the Yamuna as the 
base.^4 Eleven gateways, five of which were the principal
1 . AV.XI.9.19; cf. TS.I.U.^6. 'The Assyrians and the ancient 
Greeks also made use of fire for both attack and defence, 
as we learn from old bas-reliefs and the tales of Homer. 
At the siege of Plataea in U29 B.C., the Plataeans 
covered the woodwork of their fortifications with hides 
and skins in order to lessen the effect of the flaming 
missiles of the Peloponesian attackers. The Spartans
on the same occasion piled large bundles of wood against 
the city walls, saturated them with a mixture of sulphur 
and pitch, and set them on fire. (W.Y.Carman, A History 
of Firearms, London, 1955, pp.1,2.)
2. RV.I.58.8.
3. Ibid., 1.189.2; cf. TS.I.l.lU.U; VII.16.10.
U. G.R.Sharma, The Excavations at Kausambi, 1957-59, 
p.2U; pi.5*
ones, pierce the eastern, northern and western sides of 
the rampart, which was reinforced "by a series of towers
and salients at regular intervals.1 Incidentally, a
2
passage of the Kathaka Upanisad ~^ uses ekadasa-dvara as an
x
epithet of pura. Macdonell and Keith point out that the 
passage in question is metaphorical like another in the 
Sveta^vatara Upanisad; the number of gates depends on 
the nature of the body, and does not indicate the shape 
or size of cities. They seem to forget that the metaphor 
would become inept and inaccurate, if the cities had 
invariably one gate only. ’The passages of the Satapatha
R
Brahmana^ cited in their support do not necessarily 
prove that the city had one gate alone; they simply refer 
to an open or closed gate of the stronghold, and do not 
by any means preclude the possibility of more gates 
than one.
The first defences at Kausambi came into being in 
SP.I.3* two structural periods before the arrival of the 
Painted Grey Ware. fA rampart of mud with sloping sides,
1. G.R.Sharma, op.cit., The text of the book does not 
clearly specify the exact periods of the gates’ 
construction.
2. Kathaka Up,, II.5.1.
3. Vedic Index, I, p.5U0, n.13*
£+. Sveta£vatara Up. III.18, nava-dvara-pura, ’the citadel 
of nine gates’.
5. Sb. XI.1.1.2,3.
revetted with a burnt brick wall battered back to about 
30 to k 0 ° , of which the courses are laid in the so called 
English bond, leaving footings in successive courses, 
reinforced by bastions and towers square in plan, are 
elements of construction strongly reminiscent of the 
Harappan citadel.’'*' The earliest moat was dug in SP.II.5,
p
before the N.B.P. Ware made its appearance. We may note 
here that the Satapatha Brahmaya^ knows of the moat as 
part of the defence architecture. The defences from 
SP.I.3 up to SP.III.12, followed a similar pattern, but 
during SP.III.ll, a curved entrance was constructed, 
enclosing a corbelled underground passage.^ The changes 
effected in the subsequent periods of rebuilding do not 
form part of the present study. The latest excavations 
at the site have, however, led to the discovery of a 
stone fortress-palace of the old kings of Kau^ambi. 
Standing on the Yamuna in the south-west corner of the 
ancient walled city, the palace occupied sin area of 
1033 feet X U92 feet. The level of the area was raised 
by building a 8^ ft. high platform of mud-blocks and
1. G.R.Sharma, op.cit., p.Ul.
2. Ibid., pp.29>39.
3. SB.VII.1.1.13.
G.R.Sharma, op.cit.,pp.32,33>UU.
5. Indian Archaeology 1960-61, pp#33“35> reports on the 
discovery of the fortress palace.
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mud-briaks. The northern wall, about b27 feet in length 
and 19 feet in width, was built of stone set in lime of 
very fine quality.'1' The core consists of random rubble 
with well-dressed stones providing the facings of the two
sides. This wall was joined at its eastern and western
2
ends by two return walls, and had a circular tower at 
each junction, with a rectangular one in the middle. The 
circular stone towers had a diameter of about 26 feet, 
and the central oblong tower, added later, measured about 
15 feet in width and depth.^
Three main stages of architectural evolution are 
discernible. The earliest building has nearly the same 
plan as the later ones, but the walls are built entirely 
of random rubble, huge stones being laid in line. The 
sides of the wall were possibly plastered. Dressed stones 
mark the second phase of constructional activity; and 
brick core and stone facings characterise the rebuilding 
of the third phase after an extensive destruction of the 
palace. The first structure antedates the NoB.P.Ware, 
and has been tentatively identified with the palace of 
king Udayana and his descendants.^
1. Indian Archaeology 1960-61, pl.LV.A.
2. Ibid., pl.LV.B.
3. Ibid., pl.LVI.A.
k» Udayana was a contemporary of the Buddha.
We must not fail to recall here the famous
fortifications of Rajgir. The remains of the fortress may
easily date hack to the sixth century B.C., if not earlier
still.1 Local tradition identifies the site with
Girivraja, the capital of king Jarasandha according to the 
-  2Mahahharata. And the Buddhist texts tell us how king 
Bimbisara left the old city in order to build a new one 
at the foot of the hills. Girivraja, no doubt, belongs 
to the pre-Bimbisarian epoch of Indian history. The town 
nestled in the lap of an uneven valley with hills that 
served as walls on all sides. And this natural defence 
was further strengthened by artificial fortifications.
Two lines of walls run round the city; the inner line 
measures ki miles in length, while the outer line goes up 
and down the Vaibharagiri, Sonagiri, Udayagiri, and along 
the southern range of the hills to Giriyak, and then back 
at intervals over 3ailagiri, Chathagiri, Ratnagiri and 
Vipulagiri. ’The faces of the walls are built of massive
1. Limited excavation within the very big site has yielded 
the N.B.P.Ware at the lowest level at one point, and
a preceding layer of ’a medium to coarse red ware mixed 
with a few fine black sherds’ at another. See Indian 
Archaeology, 1953-5U, p.9, and 195U-55> p.l6.
2. Mbh.2.18.30; 2.19»2ff., describes how Krsna, Arjuna
and Bhima see the city of Girivraja from*the Gorathagiri 
hill. The city is said to be protected by the hills of 
Vaihara, Varaha, Vrsabha, Rsigiri and Caitya-giri, 
connected with one another]’besides fortifications.
undressed stones between three and five feet in length, 
carefully fitted and bonded together, while the core 
between them is composed of smaller blocks carefully cut 
and laid with chips or fragments of stone, packing the 
interstices between t h e m . ’On the west of Sonagiri, and 
on the Vaibharagiri, Vipulagiri and Ratnagiri, the walls 
are much ruined and seldom rise higher than 7 or 8 feet. 
Prom the fact that whenever the height of between 11 and 
12 feet is reached, the walls are invariably finished off
with a course of small stones, and that there are no fallen 
blocks of stone lying near, we may assume that this was
the original height of the massive masonry described above. 
Above this sub-structure, there was no doubt a super­
structure composed either of smaller stone-work or of 
bricks baked or unbaked, or possibly of wood and stone 
or brick combined. ’ The thickness of the fortifications 
on the various hills varies from Ik feet to 17 feet and 
6 inches. Bastions were added to the outside of the walls 
to reinforce them at important points. Sixteen of them 
have been discovered, but there may have been more. They 
are solid rectangular structures measuring in plan kl to 
60 feet long by 3k to kO feet broad. Rising to the same 
height as the wall, they were doubtless provided with
1. ASI. Annual Report, 1905-6, pp.88-89.
superstructures that have vanished with time.^ The outer 
walls are also characterised by stairs or ramps built in 
the thickness of the wall along its inner face, to 
provide access to the top. The nine ramps discovered so 
far measure roughly 5 feet 6 inches wide and 15 feet long.
Separate watch-towers erected at various prominent
points on the hills, add to the efficacy of the defences.
Two of these stand on the Vaibhara hill, four on the
Vipula hill, and one on the easternmost peak of the 
2
Ratnagiri. The defences of old Rajgir cannot fail to 
remind one of the chalcolithic fortresses of North-western 
India and testify to the sagacity and strategical 
considerations of the ancients in the choice of a suitable 
site. Was the prehistoric tradition continuous? The 
discoveries of the future will furnish a definitive 
answer•
G.R.Sharma explored the site of Unchadih between 
20 to 30 miles east of Allahabad. He found clear traces 
of a fortified habitation, 170 X 110 feet, with corner- 
towers - a miniature model of Kausambi. The rampart was 
30 feet high and faced with bricks on the outer side.
There were signs of a moat about 25 feet wide, with watch-
1. ASI., Annual Report, 1905-6, pp.89-90.
2. Ibid.
towers on its outer side* Unchadih has Painted Grey Ware 
of the Kau^amhi type, and a few specimens are identical 
with those associated with the early periods of the 
Kau£am"bl defences.1
Eighteen miles to the south of Allahabad is the 
little fortified site of Bhlta, ahout 400 yards square, 
which may have "been the Vichi or Vicigrama mentioned on
p
certain sealings found there. The presence of the N.B.P.
Ware points to the antiquity of the site.
In the Bareilly district of U.P., the ruins of
Ahicchatra, the capital of North Paficala in antiquity and
mentioned in the Mahabharata, dominate the plain around
with lofty ramparts 3-g- miles in circuit. Excavations in
1940-41 revealed two successive earthen ramparts "below a
stout wall of "baked "brick. Painted Grey Ware was found
"both "below and within the earlier rampart, which can
easily "be placed earlier than the fifth century B.C.^
Excavations at the Garh Kalika mound on the
outskirts of Ujjain have laid "bare the mud fortifications
of the ancient town, flanked "by a moat on two sides, and
✓
"by the river Sipra on the other two. The colossal rampart
1. Indian Archaeology 1959-60, p.46.
2. Wheeler, Early India and Pakistan, p.128.
3. Pbid., pp.131-132.
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is contemporaneous with the first period of the site’s 
occupation, ascribed to c•700-500 B.C.1 A sherd of Painted
Grey Ware found in the core of the rampart points to its
2
possible associations with the users of that type. The 
rampart encloses an area measuring roughly 1 X % mile, 
and has a maximum extant height of k2 feet.^ Built of 
yellow and black earth with a gentle slope on the inner 
side, it was 2k5 feet broad at the base.^ And a moat, 
excavated on the east and south, connected with the river 
on the north and west, provided a girdle of water as a 
further barrier. The western or river-side wall was 
reinforced with wooden logs and sleepers during Pd.I 
itself, the fortifications there measuring more than 
350 feet in breadth.^
Though the early Aryans were not used to city life, 
towns must have soon sprung up, nestling under the 
protection of their forts; we hear of Asandivant,^
Kampila,^ Ayodhya^ and Kau^ambi;10 and Panini refers to
1. Indian Archaeology 1957-58f P*3U.
2. Ibid. 1956-57, p.20.
3. Ibid., fig.9 on p.21, sketch plan.
k. Ibid., 1957-58, p.3U.
5 o Ibid., 1956-57, p.20.
6. Ibid., 1957-58, p.3k.
7. Vedic Index, I, p.72.
8. TS.VII.U.19; MS.III.12.20.
9. AB.VII.3.1.
10. SB.XII.2.2.13; Gopatha Br. I.2.2k; AB.VIII.lU.
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town-planning, forts and ramparts, moats, gates and watch- 
towers.'1' The evidence of archaeology allied to that of 
literature, proves beyond doubt the great burgeoning of 
civic life with regular defence structures in the Ganges 
valley and beyond, between c.1000-300 B.C.
The Nika.yas furnish a further corroboration of the 
Vedic and archaeological evidence. Walled and battlemented 
towns are now and then referred to in the discourses of 
the Buddha to provide glimpses of fortified defence 
lulling kings and their subjects into a repose of fancied 
security. The Digha Nikaya alludes to a border city 
defended by strong ramparts and towers, and provided with 
a single gate; a clever and expert watchman stationed by 
the king admits men only when they are well known, and
p
refuses entry to all strangers. One gathers the 
impression that strategic towns on the border were usually 
fortified, for they held the key to the interior of a 
kingdom. The Saiftyutta Nikaya speaks of a city with iron 
walls, while the Adguttara specifies the seven requisites 
of a fortress, as also the four kinds of supplies
1 .V.S.Agarwal, India as known to Panini, p»137*
2. Digha, II.1U6; cf. Mguttara, V.19U,195> dovarika.
3. Saifiyutta, 11.182, implying strength.
necessary for its maintenance.1 A pillar aloft in a 
king’s citadel symbolises strength and stability; a road
and a moat around the citadel make it more unassailable
2still; while an armoury of swords and spears ensures 
the supply of weapons to the garrison, including elephant- 
drivers, horsemen, charioteers, bowmen, standard-bearers, 
billeting officers, soldiers of the supply corps, the 
king’s sons, storm troops, warriors in cuirasses, and 
home-born slaves. The intelligent and resourceful gate­
keeper keeps out all strangers; the rampart is high and 
wide, and covered with a coat of plaster. And great 
stores of grass, wood and water, rice and corn, sesame, 
beans, vetches and cereals, and medicines, including 
ghee, fresh butter, oil, honey, sugar and salt, are 
vital to withstand the rigours of siege.
The Spies too, as one would expect, support and 
supplement the information derived from other sources.
The Mahabharata refers to fortifications not infrequently, 
while the Rama-Ravana story revolves round the siege of 
Lanka. Both vapra and caya occur in the Spic in the sense 
of earthen ramparts, but more elaborate citadels are not
1 . Ahguttara, IV.106,107.
2. The moat and road are both attested by archaeology; 
cf. Kausambl and Ujjain; see above, pp.
3. Hopkins, op.cit., p.175.
wanting. Thus the Adi parva  ^describes the town of 
Indraprastha, surrounded by a wide moat, lofty walls and 
numerous gates, each furnished with a couple of doors. An 
abundant stock of weapons promises a stout defence; the 
battlements bristle with sharp hooks and £ataghnis and 
other machines (yantra) of war; and the walls are manned
p
along their length. Elsewhere, Narada asks Yudhisthira 
if his forts are provided with treasure, food, water, 
weapons and other contrivances of defence, as also with 
masons and bowmen.
1116 Sranyaka parva furnishes an interesting account
*7
of defence against siege.^ Gateways and pennons, walls 
and watch-towers, characterise the town of Dvaravati, 
fully provided with stocks of food, weapons and other 
devices for hurling fire and stone on the enemy. The 
tramp of the approaching enemy rouses the inmates to a 
sense of danger; all the mimes, dancers and singers are 
driven out of the city, and drinking is prohibited by 
proclamation in a bid to stamp out carelessness and 
frivolity. Bridges (samkrama) are destroyed and boats 
forbidden to ply; trenches around the town are spiked
1. Mbh.l.l99.29ff•
2. Ibid., II.5.25, dhanadhanyayudhodakaih, silpidhanurdharaih. 
Cf. also Ramayana, Ayodhya, 100.53, wfiere Rama asks 
Bharata a similar question.
3. Mbh.3.l6.3ff.
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with poles at the bottom, and the surrounding area 
rendered uneven and difficult of access. No one leaves 
or enters the town without giving the requisite sign 
(mudra), Such precautions are impressive even by modern 
standards. The enemy replies with a blockade of all the 
roads and passages leading to the town.
The Ramayana speaks of the firm gates of Ayodhya
secured by cross-bars (argala),1 Kiskindha's golden gates,
2
moat and citadel are also described. And the
X
fortifications of Lahka are repeatedly mentioned,
Hanuman tells Rama how Ravana's soldiers defend the city 
furnished with four huge gates and four bridges across 
the moat running round the town.^ The gates and bridges 
are provided with the usual yantras and ^ataghnls.
Hanuman adds that he has broken the bridges, covered the 
moat, set fire to Lahka, and dragged down the citadel.
The use of fire in siegecraft is very important, and 
thatched roofs were often plastered with mud to make them 
reasonably proof against that danger,
1. Ram. Bala, 6.28; cf. Ayodhya, 100.U0, drdhadvaraifi.
2. Ibid., Kiskindha, lU*5* t ap t akafic ana tor anam;
31*27* prakara and paridha.
3. Ibid., Aranya, •11, prakarena pariksipta; 
yuddha, 39*21, gopurairuccaih; Sundara, 2.1U ff.
Ram. Yuddha, 3• off• Compare Mbh,3*263.2ff•, where the 
Lanka fortifications are described. The warriors 
guarding the walls hold earthen pots full of poisonous 
snakes, resinous powders and other combustible material.
3* Cf.Hopkins, op.cit., p.178, n.
We must make a due allowance for the exuberance of 
the poet and possible additions to the little details of 
the various passages; but the view that all the 
descriptions of solid walls and watch-towers to be found 
in the Epics are late interpolations, justifiable perhaps 
when it was formulated,^ has clearly had its day. Hopkins 
says that the Ramayana contains not exact descriptions of 
fortifications, but standing epithets and set formulae
applied to the various towns in the text with but slight
2
modifications. It may indeed be perfectly true that the 
poet followed a fixed pattern in describing the cities 
figuring in a story; but it does not follow that a 
model never existed, and that solid walls and bastions 
found their way into the Epics only at a later day.
Words are superfluous; the evidence of archaeology 
brooks no refutation. We now know that both earthwork 
fortifications and masonry walls defended the Indian 
towns of old, long before the rise of the Epics, and
x
indeed continued to do so right into the modern period.
1. Hopkins, JA0S.13, p.175. n.
2. Ibid., p.l7U, n.
3. Two early fortified sites of the 3rd and 2nd century 
B.C., later than those described earlier, Jaugada 
(Indian Archaeology, 1956-57* PP*30,31)* arid Sisupalgarh 
(Ancient India, no.3* pp.62ff.; Wheeler, Early India 
and Pakistan, pp.13^,135* fig.29* pi.29*)* have been 
brought to light in Eastern India.
Elephants were used for battering down walls and 
gateways, as we know from their epithet purabhe11arah.^  
The yantras so often described were presumably arrow-and-
p
stone scattering contrivances. While some of these 
yantras were furnished with bowstrings, others may have 
been catapults. In the Epics, however, these mechanisms 
do not seem to play any significant part commensurate 
with their prominence in the accounts of fortifications. 
They do not inflict damage serious enough to deserve 
specific mention or affect the outcome of battle.
1. Mbh.2.5^,10.
2. See above,pp. 2.0 4 6
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CHAPTER VII
Order And Organisation —  The Evidence of Growth
The discovery of impressive citadels at the centres 
of the Harappan civilization suggests the presence of a 
ruling aristocracy whose functions must have included the 
inevitable burden of defence. Increase in wealth leads 
to the formation of classes within a community, while 
the threat of outward looking neighbours with expanding 
populations makes the emergence of war leaders essential 
and even unavoidable. The vast extent and singular 
uniformity of the Harappan culture itself owed something 
to aggressive excursions. If it was an empire, it must 
have had the requisite backing of force; the citadels 
must have guarded both against internal strife and 
external invasion.1 Though more palpable proof is 
lacking, we can nevertheless imagine the existence of some 
kind of a fighting order.
The literature of the Aryans testifies to the 
evolution and growth of a military hierarchy, which also 
determined, to no mean extent, the nature of their 
secular administration. The Vedic evidence proves beyond 
doubt that the office of the king, the supreme commander
1 . See Wheeler, The Indus Civilization, pp.57*101.
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in "battle, grew out of warfare. Indra is the divine 
prototype of the idolised leader of war, the saviour and 
conqueror, who rises to kingship. Says the Rgveda:
’See this abundant wealth he possesses, and put 
your trust in Indra’s hero vigour.
He found the cattle and he found the horses, he 
found the plants, the forests and the waters'.^
Is it unreasonable, therefore, if they elevate him to 
royalty, 'the hero who in all encounters overcomes, most 
eminent for power, destroyer in the conflict, fierce and
p
exceeding strong, stalwart and full of vigour'? The 
Taittiriya Sarfihita speaks of the conflict between the 
gods and the Asuras, wherein the former held on to Indra, 
the strongest, as their leader. The Aitare.ya Brahmana 
mentions the defeat of the gods at the hands of the 
Asuras. 'Through our lack of a king they conquer us,' 
said the gods, 'let us make a king.1 They made Soma 
king, and with him as their leader, they conquered all 
the quarters.^ True, 'the kingship originates in military
1. RV.I.103.5.
2. RV.VIII.35.17; Cf. SV.IV.II.4.1; AB.VIII.4.12. For 
Indra as the prototype and guardian of kingship, 
see R.N.Dandekar, Vrtraha Indra, ABORI, vol.31, 
1950, p.53, f.n.2.
3. TS.II.4,2.1; cf. KS.X.10; MS.II.5.10.
4. AB.I.14.
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necessity, and derives its validity from consent.fl 
Another passage in the Taittiriya Samhita describes 'the 
strong who is dread in battle contest,’ to whom fall the
O  •Z
people bowed in reverence.? And the Atharva Veda 
records the king's prayer that he may be
'A rival-destroying bull, conquering royalty, 
overpowering,
that I may bear rule over these heroes and the 
people. '
The king is here a great hero, and there is a clear 
distinction between the warriors and the people. In 
another text, a Brahmana is expressly stated to be
unsuitable for kingship.^ The king is the summit of the
5 6ksatra; he is the protector of his people. The
clashing interests of the people were harmonised by the
surrender of all to an independent authority less
ethereal than a mythical deity; and the mortal king
succeeded better with his priestly advisers in ensuring
the security of his followers.^ The Aryan invasion of
India led to the growth of the monarchic element, just as
1. Beni Prasad, Theory of Government in Ancient India, 
1927, P.15.
2. TS•III.U.U.l.
3. ^V.I.29.6 ... viranam vira.jani janas.ya ca.
k. SB. V.1.1.12.
5* AV.IV.22.2.
6. RV.III.U3.5, gopajanasya; IX.35.5* janasya gopatih.
7. Cf. AV.VI.98.2; MS.IV.12.2.
it did also in the case of Greece.^"
The most important function of the king, therefore,
was to fight in order to protect his own people as well
as to retain and enhance his own position. Thus, the
Atharva Veda addresses the monarch: ’of lion-aspect, do
thou devour all the clans (vis); of tiger-aspect, do
thou beat down the foes; sole chief, having Indra as
companion, having conquered, seize thou on the enjoyments
of them that play the foe,*2 That the king fought and led
his army in person, is amply demonstrated by the famous
battle of the ten kings in the Rgveda, and the warlike
deeds of monarchs like Divodasa, Sudas, and Trasadasyu,
According to the Kausltaki Upanisad, King Pratardana
 ^ -met his death on the field of battle. In the Ra.jasuya 
ceremony the king is called ’the sacker of forts’.^
The Taittiriya Brahmana refers to the Kuru-Paficala kings
carrying out raids in the season of dews, i.e. in winter
5
after the rains. The terms udaja and niraja point to
1. Vedic Index, II, p.210. cf. also the German invasion 
of England.
2. AV.IV.22.7.
3. Kaus.Up., 3«1«
U. puraift bhetta; Vedic Index, s.v. ra.ian. In RV.X.75*^-* 
we have the simile of a warrior-king leading his 
army’s wings. C f X I I I . 2.2.2.
5. TB.I.8.1+.1-2* The Hittites, for example, campaigned 
in spring and summer. Gurney, The Hittites, p.108.
the Vedic king’s share of the hooty of war.1
War thus led to the growth of states and governments. 
Even peace was armed; military preparedness was imperative 
to avoid or resist an enemy’s strike. The king became 
the keystone of the military and administrative arch. He 
rose from power to power and even assumed despotic airs, 
while the semblance of popular choice and acceptance 
was yet retained. The concept of universal conquest was 
perhaps born with the battle of the ten kings, in which 
the victorious side was led by Sudas. The horse-sacrifice 
begins as early as the Rgveda J and becomes the symbol of 
paramountcy in later literature. The universal ruler is 
described in the Aitare.ya Brahmana as sole ruler (ekarat ) 
and possessed of the whole earth (sarvabhauma) bordered 
by the ocean.^ The ^atapatha Brahmana reveals the 
struggles for suzerainty among the monarchs of old, when 
they delighted in arresting the progress of each other’s 
sacrificial horse. ’Indra shall conquer, he shall not
.II, pp. 212,418.
1. Cf.Vedic Index,/ There are many references to the
distribution of booty; cf. RV.VII.32.7; AV.VI.66.3.
An epigraph from a relief depicting the conquest of 
Lachish says that Sennacherib, the king of Assyria, 
sat upon a nimedu throne and passed in review the 
booty taken from Lachish, Some such review may be 
conjectured for the Vedic period.
2. Cf. RV.IV.i+2, the boast of Trasadasyu, ’I am Indra,
I am Varuna.’ For the king’s divinity, see &B.V.3*3*12.
3. RV.1.162;#163.
U. AB.VIII.15.
5. SB.XIII.5.1+.19-22.
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be conquered; overlord among kings shall he rule; in 
all conflicts shall he be a protector, that he may be 
reverenced and honoured. '^hat is how overlordship 
arose out of war, with its corollaries, heredity and 
despotism•
The requirements of a conquering people evoked not 
only the monarch, but also a whole military aristocracy.
As smaller principalities coalesced into growing kingdoms, 
the dispossessed potentates joined the ranks of this 
aristocracy, and made war and government their chief 
occupation. The fgvedic battle of the ten kings was 
the end of the so-called pure Aryan; it was presumably 
won by a faction of the Aryans and earlier Indians 
together, and serves to demonstrate the acceptance and 
absorption of the nobles and princes of local extraction 
into the new order. And the addition of the king’s chief 
retainers, with military duties, to the ranks of the 
princely nobility, helped to stem the tide of enemy 
attacks as well as attempts at local rebellion. All this 
is not to say that the people did not fight; but they 
constituted only the rank and file, leaving the leadership 
with the members of the nobility. Even in the Rgveda 
the people are once described as averse to war, peace
1. TS.II.^.lU.2
1
"being their normal rule. The generality of their order 
soon "became too immersed in trade and agriculture to 
feel inclined to take up arms in defence of their 
kingdom, much less for aggression. The aristocracy 
aggrandised itself at their expense, in return, of course, 
for the protection it afforded them; and in this it was 
helped by the collaboration of the priests, who also 
stood to gain by such an arrangement. The growing
specialisation of functions is clearly discernible in the
2
Rgveda, where the three higher orders are specified, 
and the famous though late Purusa-sukta contemplates 
the division of society into four orders of men.^
Faith in the divine origin of the four orders must have 
taken root before the end of the Jgvedic period, but 
there is little or no indication of an inflexible 
hereditary caste. Rajanya, the general term for royal 
families, mentioned first in the Purusa-sukta of the
— — — -  o — -
Rgveda, must have included other nobles too, not members
of a royal family. In the Satapatha Brahmana, the
ra.janya is distinct from the rajaputra, the son of the king.^
1. RV.VI.1+1.5; cf. Vedic Index, I, p.20h, n.9.
2. RV.VIII.35.16-18.
3. Ibid. X.90,12. Compare the patrician gentes of Rome, 
the Eupatridae of Athens, the nobles of early Germany, 
the eorls of the Anglo-Saxons, and the Athravas and 
Rathaesthas of ancient Iran, Cf.CHI,I,p.125.
k. SB.XIII.k.2.17; XIII.1.6.2.
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Ksatriya was the general term originally applied to all 
the nobles irrespective of the kingly power. The early 
use of the term in the Rgveda is connected with royal or 
divine authority.1 But the association of the Ksatriya 
in these passages with words like rastra or samrajya
p
seems to point to a member of the warrior community. 
Another Rgvedic passage implies a distinction of
■7
professions between the rsi (seer) and the rajan (king).
That the Ksatriyas included those princely families
of earlier settlers who managed to retain their status
despite defeat, is also borne out by the testimony of the
Spies and the Buddhist literature.^- The Ksatriyas
later clearly denoted the royal house and its branches,
and nobles and their families. The rajanya and the
Ksatriya were practically identical, despite an
5
occasional reference to mutual differences.
1. RV.IV.1+2.1; VII.61+.2; VIII.25.8; X.109*3; VIII.67*1.
2. See V.M.Apte, Were castes formulated in the Rgveda?, 
BDCRI, vol.II, p.1+7.
3. RV.V.5U.7. Cf.Muir, OST., I.p.2l+7.
iu Vedic Index, s.v. ksatriya.
3. KS.XX.l; AB.VII.20;#PB.XXIV.l8.2o In the later dogmatic 
literature, we find the Brahmana, Ksa-tra and vis 
identified with Agni, Indra ancl the * visve-devah 
respectively. The arrangement of the hymns in*the RV., 
as far as the leading deities are concerned, 
foreshadows according to Eggeling, the social 
gradation of the Hindu community. See SBE., 12, 
Introduction, p.xix.
In return for the services rendered to protect the 
people and give them peace to ply their trade and 
agriculture, the Ksatriyas earned the rjght to live on 
them and at times even oppress them* The king made grants 
of conquered land and slaves to his nobles;1 Trule these
p
villages or those,’ says the monarch to his officials.
The king, who himself represents the Ksatriya class, 
takes possession of whatever he likes; the people pay 
tribute to the Ksatriya, who says whenever he pleases.
THello vaisya, just bring to me what you have stored awayr. 
The people go down before a noble as he approaches, 
crouching down by him on the ground.^
Indeed, an aristocracy had no other excuse for its 
existence, if it was not military. Essentially proud as 
it was, it would otherwise have lacked confidence. Its 
desire to rule and dominate was the quintessence of its 
very being; it ruled by war and it desired war at regular 
intervals. There is not much to show that the nobles 
did anything else in particular, except attending to 
military and administrative matters. To borrow a phrase 
from Tacitus, they were, like the G-ermani, at once haters 
of quiet and lovers of indolence.
1. CHI, I, p.128.
2. Prasna Up. III.k.
3. SB.I.3.2.1U,15. 
k. Ibid., 111.9.3.7.
The Atharva Veda1 speaks of the how as a special
2attribute of the Ksatriya; and the Aitareya Brahmana 
adds the horse-chariot and the corslet to the arms of the 
lordly power. The asvamedha ceremony contains the prayer 
that the rajanya should he heroic and skilled in archery, 
sure of his mark, and a great chariot-warrior.  ^ The 
Chandog.ya Upanisad mentions ksatra-vidya, which perhaps 
means the science of the how, besides training in the 
use of other w e a p o n s A n d  the Aitareya Brahmana speaks 
of the proper age when a ksatriya is fit to hear arms.
The term ksatriya was never applicable to all the 
warriors in an army even in the Epics or the Buddhist
literature. There are unambiguous references to the
6 7people fighting in the Rgveda; and the Atharva Veda
designates the people as balam or 'force’, a regular
term for an armed force in later literature. The 
*
Satapatha Brahmana tells of Indra, a representative of
1. AV.XVIII*2.60; KS.XVIII.9; XXXVII.1; SB.V.3.5.30; 
TA.VI.l o3«
2. AB.VII.19. KS.
3. 'JS.VII.5.18.1; MS. 111.12.6;/Asvamedha, V.14; VS.XXII.2; 
SB.XIII.1.9.2.
4. CH U.VII.1.2,4; 2.1; 7.1. ch 15,
5. AB.VII.l4. Compare Germania,^p.283; 'No one takes arms 
until the state has endorsed his competence: then in 
the assembly one of the chiefs or the father or a 
relative equips him with spear and shield ....T
6. RV.IV.24.4; VI.26.1; VII .79.2; Viii.18.18; 96.15.
7. AV.IX.7.9.
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the nobility, entreating the aid of the Maruts,
symbolising the people, against his enemy Vrtra.1 And it
✓ 2was not impossible for a vaisya to become a ksatriya.
Notwithstanding the people’s participation in war,
the bulk of an agricultural community must have peace to
live and last. The warrior in the Rgveda and the later
Samhitas is called the disturber of the people. And
yet wars, against both earlier settlers and fresh
invaders, were a matter of necessity. Kings arose and
kingdoms grew; their retinues and their nobility provided
the leadership as well as the nucleus for standing armies;
grand alliances were formed and fateful battles fought.**
The Atharva Veda categorically refers to the army (Sena)
as a permanent institution of the state. The growing
complexity of life and the division of functions explain
the rise of the warriors as a class distinct from the
patient tillers of the soil pictured in the pastoral
£
hymns of the Rgveda, who increasingly left to the
ksatriya the burden of defence and aggression.
The interdependence of the nobility and the 
priesthood is stressed time and again in the Vedic
1 . SB.IV.3.3.6,7.
2. Vedic Index, I, p.207; cf. RV.VII.104.13*
3c RV.X.103.1; TS0IV.6.U; AVoXIX.13.2.
k. Cf. RV.VII.18.
5. AV.XV.9.2.
6. RV.IV.57.
literature.'1' The priest, called the purohita, 
accompanies the king and his army to the field of battle,
and prays with charms and spells to ensure his master’s
2
success. In the Rgveda the Bharata army is enabled to 
cross the Vipa£ and the Sutudri only when the priest 
Vi^vamitra propitiates the rivers with his prayers."* 
Vi^vamitra and Vasistha assist the opposing factions in 
the battle of the ten kings.^ That much reliance was 
placed on the priest’s ability to undo the designs of 
the enemy through divine aid and magic, is clear from the 
vast array of the Atharvanic hymns. ’I perfect their 
kingdom’, says the priest, ’their might, their vigour, 
and their strength. With this oblation I cut off the 
arms of their enemies .... Go forth, you men, and 
conquer; may your arms be t e r r i b l e . T h e  purohita 
of king Dividasa rescues him from trouble.^ He is 
indeed the flaming fire guarding the kingdom.^ 
Occasionally, though rarely, a purohita serves even two
1. Cf. Bloomfield, The Atharva Veda, p.75; TS.V.1.10; 
AB.VII.26; VIII.27; SB.IV.l.U.lff.
2. RV.VII.18.13; AV.III.19.
3. RV.III.33.3^.
U. Cf.Hopkins, JAOS, XV,p.260 et seq.; RV.VII.l8.
5. AV.III.19.
6. PB.XV.3.7.
7. AB.VIII.2U.25.
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kings at the same time.'*' He also figures as one of the 
king’s nine jewels (ratnins) in the Brahmana literature.
The senani> appearing in the Rgveda and the later 
Samhitas, was a general appointed hy the king.^ He must 
have assisted the king on the battlefield, and also led 
expeditions too trivial to demand the monarch’s personal 
attention. The office of the senani evidences the 
stability of the Vedic military organisation. The 
standing armed force of the king must have been organised 
and commanded by the senani, besides the contingents led 
by the gramanis. In battle he commanded the front where 
the chiefs stood.^ The Aitareya Brahmana calls him the 
senapati, commander of the army.^ The senanit too, is 
one of the king’s ratnins.
Next in importance to the senani was the gramani.  ^
Not infrequently in the Rgveda, grama denotes a clan with 
ties of kinship, rather than a single settled village.
1. SB.II.U.4.5.
2. Ibid., V.3.1.2.
3. RV.VII.20.5; IX.96.1; X.8U.2; VS.XVI.17; KS.XVII.ll;
MS.II.9.U; TS.iv.5.2.1; vs.xv.15; Sb.viii.6.1.21;
cf. CHI,I, p.9U. 
k. SVB.3.6.1.10.
5. AS.VIII.23.10.
6. TS.1.8 .9.I; TB.1.7.3.U; ms.11.6.5; iv.3.8; ks.xv.U;
SB.V.3.1.1.
7. Rv.x.62.11; 107.5; av.iii.5.7; xix.31.12; TS.11.5.U.U; 
ms.1.6.5; ks.viii.U; x.3; vs.xv.15; tb.i.i.U.8;
SB.III.k. 1 .7; V.U.U.8; BU-. IV.3.37.38.
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Sayana too at one place explains gramani as gramanam neta, 
which would mean that the gramani was a subordinate 
chieftain in charge of many villages.1 A passage in the 
Atharva Veda suggests the association of the gramani 
with vigour, riches and plenty, in other words, with
p
authority and prosperity. His office may have been 
subject to royal appointment, or hereditary, or even 
sometimes elective for all that we know; he was often a
7 j.
vaisya, and a member of the royal entourage. There
must have been many gramanis in a kingdom, but 
presumably the one living near the royal headquarters 
was the most prominent. That the gramani had important 
military duties, is clearly borne out by his association 
with the senani. Zimmer regards his functions as
R
essentially military. He seems to have led his 
contingent in war under the overall command of the senani 
and the king. The vrajapati, mentioned elsewhere, appears 
to be more or less equal in status to the gramani.
1. See Eggeling, SBE, hi, pp.60-61, n. J.W.Spellman, 
Aspects of kingship in ancient India, Ph.D.Thesis, 
I960, University of London, pp.207-208. For example, 
the kings of Ceylon used gamani as a title; Cf.
A.L.Basham, Prince Vijaya and the Aryanisation of 
Ceylon, Ceylon Historical Journal, vol.I, no.3> p.169.
2. AV.XIX.31•12-135 cf. U.N.Ghoshal, Kingship and kingly 
administration in the Arthava Veda, IHQ,20,19hU,p.112.
3. SB.V.3.1.6.
k. AV.III.5.7.
ALo, p.171.
6. CHI,l,p.9h; RV.X.179.2.
The purpati of the Rgveda, literally Tthe lord of 
the fortr, seems to have "been the commander of a garrison.^" 
The suta, or the charioteer, was an important 
official. He figures as one of the king-makers in the
p
Atharva Veda and other texts. In the Paficaviifi^ a
Brahmana, he holds his place among the eight viras or
dignitaries of the king, while elsewhere he is
designated as a ratnin.^ Presumably, he had to beguile
the tedium of long hours of marching or journeying with
anecdotes and stories to keep his royal master interested 
5
and amused. A man of wit and wisdom, the royal 
charioteer was soon obliged to discharge many more 
functions; he often acted as a herald, bard or minstrel,
or even as a messenger or envoy, as we also learn from
c
the Epics. He is also occasionally described as 
unslayable,^ which seems to denote his character as a
1 . RV.I.173*10. See the chapter on forts and fortifications, 
p. 2.2.7.
2. AV.III.5.7; Sb .XIII.2.2.18; 3.U.1, 7-8.
3. PB.XIX.l.U. TS.1.8.9.1;
iu ks.xv.U; MS.II.6.5; iv.3.8; tb.i.7 .3.1 ;/Sb.v. 3.1.5.
5. Cf. The Vedic Age, p.if.31; the role of the charioteer 
in the Bhagvadgita.
6. Cf. Vedic Index, s.v. suta. VS.XXR.6 mentions the 
guta as a dancer.
7. TS.IV. 5.2.1; MS.II.9.35 KS.XVII.12. VS.XVI.18.
Cf.Vedic Index, s.v. suta; Wilhelm Rau, op.cit., p.108.
herald or envoy besides that of a charioteer, who should 
also not be molested or killed according to the Epic 
moralist
The Samgrahitr, who also denotes a charioteer in
2
many passages, appears as a ratnin of the king.. The 
ksattp too appears to be a charioteer in certain passages, 
and the Va.iasane.yi Samhita mentions the anuksattp , who is 
an attendant on the charioteer.^" The Atharva Veda 
mentions two forerunners (purahsarau) and two footmen 
(pariskanda) running beside the Vratya’s chariot.^
We also come across such terms as a^vapa,
7 8a^vapati t or a horse-keeper, a^va-naya, or a horse-
leader, and advasada,^ or a horse-rider. The elephant-
keeper is also present, called hastipa in the Ya.jus
texts.10
1. See the chapter on the ethics of war, p.2.91*
2. Cf. Vedic Index, s.v.; Gonda, Ancient Indian kingship
from the religious point of view, Numen, III, p.l25« 
TS.I.8.9.2; KS.XV.U; MS.II.6.5; VS.XVI.26.
3. VS.XVI.26; TB.III.U.7.1.
U. VS,3 0 .11; c f .  3 0 . 7 3 ;  T B . I I I . J + . 9 . 1 .
3. AV.XV.2.1 et seq.; pariskanda also in VS.3O.i3.
6 . VS.3 0 .11; T B . I I I . U .9 . 1 /
7. VS.XVI.2k; KS.xvii.13.
8. CH U. VI.8.3; VI.8.5.
9 . VS.3 0 . 1 3 .
1 0 .  Ibid., 3 0 . 1 1 ;  T B . I I I . U . 9 . 1 .
Varuna’s spies, of frequent occurrence in the
Rgveda and elsewhere,1 testify to the early organisation
of state intelligence. The Atharva Veda refers to the
thousand-eyed spies (spasah) of Varuna looking over the
earth "beneath them; Soma’s rays are compared to
omnipresent and unwinking spies, ready with fetters for
tying the offender. That these spies and their work
had military significance, cannot "be doubted. The Rgveda
speaks of spies, or presumably reconnoitring troops,
going forward in an unambiguous context of war, and this
is corroborated by another passage/1 As the opposing
armies approach each other, the spies try to find the
5
exact position of the enemy-' and messengers keep the king 
informed of the latest happenings.
We have already referred to the functions of the 
suta as an envoy or messenger. We find the regular term 
duta for an envoy even in the Rgveda..1 The story of 
Sarama as a female envoy (duti) on a peace mission has
o
“been discussed elsewhere. Presumably, the envoys 
visited the enemy camps to explore the possibility of
1. rv. 1.25.13; iv.u.3; vi.67.5; vn. 61.3; 87.3; x.10.8;
AV.XVIII.1.9.
2. AV.IV16.U.
3. Ibid., V.6.3.
k. RV.IV.U.3; cf. TS.1.2.1U.1; RV.VIII.U7.ll;
5. SVB.1.1.2U.
6. JB.1,23U.
7. QV.III.3.2; VI.8.U; VII.3.3; X.1U.12; AV.VIII.8.10;
SB.III.5.1.6; Katts. Up.II.l, etc.
8. RV.X.108.2,3* See below, p .280.
peace before the actual outbreak of hostilities.
The prahita is mentioned in the Taittirlya 
Saiflhita as a simple envoy carrying messages.'1' The 
palagala, one of the ratnins in the Satapatha Brahmana, 
is a courier or messenger, a forerunner of the later
o
dfitas.
In several passages the samiti stands together
with sena or the army; it may have then functioned as
a council of war, where the deliberations of the nobility
took place. The vidatha is confined mainly to the
Rgveda. In many passages it clearly seems to be a
body taking decisions in matters pertaining to war.^
In the Nikayas and the Vinaya, as in the earlier
Vedic literature, the king commands his army not
infrequently, and remains an active participant in battle.
5
He usually belongs to the warrior class, and is duly 
trained in the art of handling an elephant, horse and
1 . TS.IV.5.7.1.
2. SB.V.3.1.11.
3. Ibid., VIII.6.1 .16. In KS.37*14, a council of war of 
the gods is mentioned. Whether samiti signifies a 
’council of war’ or ’battle’ in JB.1,234, is not 
very clear; cf. also JB.l.338; Wilhelm Rau, op.cit.,
p .82.
4. cf. RV.1.166.2; 167.6; V.59*2; Vedic Index, s.v.;
R.So Sharma, Aspects of Political Ideas and 
Institutions in Ancient India, pp.68,69*
3. Ang.3«76, khatti.ya muddhabhisitta; 3*152, raflfiaifi 
khattiyanaiSY
chariot, and weapons such as the how and the sword.^ 
Courage and leadership are the prerequisites of royalty.
We hear of kings such as Brahmadatta of Kasl marching on
2 x
Kosala, and Ajatasattu of Magadha advancing into Kasi.
The latter is, however, "beaten and taken prisoner hy king
Pasenadi of Kosala who also confiscates the four divisions
of his army. Thus the king protects, hut does not fail
to aggrandise himself at the expense of an effete
neighbour. Members of the royal family all specialise
in warfare, and we find the sons of a king among the
defenders of a fort.^
The khatti.yas or noble warriors are repeatedly
described as the best of men by the Buddha, who places
them even higher than the brahmanas. The inexorable
logic of military might and secular authority places
them in a position of command that in fact grows
increasingly impatient of interference. The brahmana
claim to superiority lay in matters religious and
spiritual, where, too, it was successfully challenged by
men like the Buddha and Mahavira.
1. Majjhima, II.69, 9b; Ang. III.152.
2. Vinaya, 1.3^2; cf. Ahg. III.397.
3. Saifiyutta, I.83,8U.
U. Anguttara, IV.107.
5. Digha, I.99* khattiya va settha hlna brahmana; 
AAg. V.328.
Next to the king, the senapati or the commander of
the army is the most important military official,1 The
king’s chief ministers also occasionally march with the 
2
army. In the Vina.ya king Bimhisara asks his generals 
and chief ministers to go and search the "borderlands after
-x
the outbreak of some disturbance> The king’s army is
a standing organisation and doubtless the mainstay of 
his power and a u t h o r i t y T h e  four divisions of an 
army, chariotry, elephants, cavalry and infantry, are 
represented by the y o d ha 1 va gamani, the hattharoha 
gamani, the assaroha gamani and the asibandhakapu11a 
respectively. It appears that they were all warriors by 
profession, living together in organised village
communities headed by gamanis. Elephant and horse
9
trainers are elsewhere specifically mentioned.
An important list of army personnel occurs where 
the requisites of a fort are described in some detail. 
Among them are hattharoha or the elephantry, assaroha
1. Ahguttara, III.76.
2. Ibid., 111.397; Vinaya, I.2U1.
3. Vinaya, I.73> senana.yake mahamatte.
4. Ahguttara, III.151; also see above, p.*30.
5. Samyutta, IV.308; also see above, p.^6-
6. Ibid., IV.310; also see above, pp.1 4 S.
7. Ibid., IV.310; also see above, -gp• 125-2-(> •
3/2,X 8. Ibid., IVj314; also see above, p. 31. uttara,
9. Majjhima, 111.132-133* hatthidamaka; Ang/III.l6l, 
hatthidammasarathi; Majjhima, I.UU6, assadamaka.
or the cavalry, rathika or the chariotry, dhanuggaha or 
the archers, celaka or the standard-bearers, calaka 
or the billeting officers, pindadayika or the soldiers 
of the supply corps, ra.japutta or the king’s sons, 
pakkhandino or the storm-troops, cammayodhino or the 
warriors in cuirasses, and dasakaputta or the home- 
born slaves. The last but not the least is the dovarika 
or gate-keeper, who is an intelligent and responsible 
officer.1 He opens the gate only to people trusted and 
well known and keeps out strangers and men of dubious
p
credentials. Thus forts were protected by permanently 
stationed garrisons with a proper division of their 
functions.
We also hear of spies and the important part they 
play in peace and war. In one of his talks with the 
Buddha king Pasenadi speaks of his spies and informants, 
and on another occasion refers to the counsellors at his 
court and the weavers of spells aimed to arrest the 
advancing enemy.^ Magic and sorcery helped to prop the 
morale of the credulous king and his army.
The Epics emphasize the central position of the 
monarch in the scheme of warfare. He retains his military
1. Ahguttara, IV.107.
2. cf. Ibid., V.19U; Digha, II.1U6.
3. SarJiyutta, 1.79* purisa car a ocarika.
4. Ibid., 1.102.
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duty together with his right to command. The military 
function is indeed inseparable from the royal obligation 
to protect the people from the threat of invasion or 
anarchy. Kings and princes undergo strenuous courses 
of military training and control their armies more by 
example than command. The rulers; in ICuruksetra are 
renowned warriors who lead their respective armies 
ranged on the two sides, under the nominal over-all 
command of a superior elected by popular choice. Almost 
all the famous heroes of the Epic, with rare exceptions, 
come from the ranks of the ruling nobility. Royal status 
is claimed by men of blue blood, generals of armies and 
warriors of distinction,"1" for might is the prime
p
qualification of a ksatriya.
In the Mahabharata we come across the significant 
practice of the chief commander's selection by the kings 
and warriors present, ratified by the shouts and 
acclamation of the whole army. A leaderless army, even 
though powerful, is easily routed in battle; a chief is 
needed to weld the different commanders into a team 
capable of concerted action. Duryodhana, therefore, 
requests Bhisma to assume the burden of command, the
1. Mbh.l.126.3U.
2. Ibid., 1.127.11.
3. Ibid., 5.153.Iff.
old warrior 1300011108 the senapati; drums, conches and the 
shouts of the assembled host signify the popular approval 
and acceptance of the chosen g e n e r a l T h e  commander is 
well versed in military strategy, in the marching of
troops and their disposition, and also their withdrawal
2
from the field of battle. He exhorts the assembled 
warrior chiefs to fight bravely and to prefer death to 
inglorious defeat.
In the Pandava camp, too, there is a council of war 
where the leaders present name the persons of their 
choice for the office of the commander. There is little 
or no unanimity in the views expressed, and the decision 
is referred to Krsna, who names Dhrstadyumna. Once more, 
the din of approval betokens the popular acceptance, 
clearly reminiscent of days gone by, when the choice was 
more broadly based on the active selection of the whole
karmy.
The status of senapati is much coveted. If one is
honoured, the others naturally feel disgruntled;v indeed
Karna refuses to fight under the command of Bhlsma.^
• •
1. itfbh.5.153.26-28.
2. Ibid., 5.162.7-11.
3. Ibid., 6.17 .Iff. 
d. Ibid., 5.1d9.1ff.
5. Ibid., 7.5.15.
6. Ibid., 5.153.25.
The choice therefore falls on one who enjoys universal 
esteem as much by dint of his prowess and leadership and 
ability, as by age and temperament and social status. 
Drona is installed when Bhlsma falls; the joy of the 
army expresses itself in shouts and the sound of drums 
and other musical instruments. The brahmanas, gratified 
with presents, chant hymns to invoke divine favours; 
bards sing their songs of praise and the mimes dance; 
the chosen chief is duly honoured.1
Drona’s fall is followed by the election of Karna
as the new generalissimo. A^vatthama proposes his name,
2
and Duryodhana praises him. He stands up with all the 
kings present to honour the new senapati, who is 
properly invested. The election of the commander and 
the ceremony of his installation at once reminds one of 
a royal consecration; it seems to be a relic of an 
earlier day when the king was chosen by his followers 
on account of his military ability, and invariably 
shouldered the burden of command. The complexities of 
an alliance led to the separation of the two offices.
1. Mbh.7.5*38ff•
2. Ibid., 8.6.5ff.
3. Ibid., 8.6.35ffo
This points again to the origin of kingship from the 
necessities of warfare as attested by the Vedic testimony; 
the practice is undoubtedly earlier than the Buddhist 
times and indicates anew the antiquity of the Epic 
tradition.1
The commander’s hold on the armies from the various
kingdoms loosely knit together is necessarily far from
stringent. He cannot do more than dictate general tactics
and order the formation of the army. The arrays usually
2
employed are the makara or a double triangle with 
apices joined; the sakata or a wedge, once with a wheel 
addition;^ the Kraufica,^ gyena, garuda^ (names of 
birds) or a rhomboid; the mandala, cakra, or a wheel; 
the ardhacandra1 or a crescent. The shape of the 
syngataka or a horned array is difficult to determine.
The commander’s personal bravery is lauded more 
than his strategic ability. His deeds kindle the courage 
of his army and inform their effort with an added 
intensity of purpose. His fall precipitates the rout of
1. Also see Hopkins, JAOS, 13, p.215.
2. Mbh.6.71.U; 8.7.13**-
3. Ibid., 7.53.27; 7.63.21ff. 
k. Ibid., 6.II-&3S; £-4-7-1
5. ibid., 6.52.2ff.
6. Ibid., 7.63.21ff.
7. Ibid., 6.52.1Off.
g .  Cf- HopKins ,  L o c . O i - )  PP-
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his forces; for an army without a leader (nayaka) cannot 
stay in "battle any more than a boat in water without a 
helmsman
The senapati, senapranety and camupati, all
denote the commander. We also find terms such as the
2 -  3sarvasenapati and the senapatipati, signifying the
commander-in-chief.
The necessities of a coalition apart, the king
normally had a commander under him appointed by himself,
a man of good birth, devoted to him and competent.^
5
Balamukhyas or captains of the army sire also referred to.
£
And many leaders are chosen on the eve of a war.
An important office, mentioned in the 5anti parva, 
may be likened to that of a quarter-master general. King 
Yudhisfhira entrusts his younger brother Nakula with the 
charge of keeping a register of the forces, giving them 
their food and pay and supervising the other affairs of 
the army.^ That the core of the army, necessarily 
enlarged on the eve of a great battle by haphazard 
recruitment and the accession of volunteers, must have
1. Ivlbh. 7 • 5 a 8.
2. Ibid., 5.15U.12.
3. Ibid., 5.15U.13.
U. Ibid., cf.2.5«36; Ram. Ayodhya, 100.30
5. Mbh.2.5.37.
6. Cf.Ibid., 5.15U.9.
7. Ibid., 12.Ul.ll.
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"been a permanent establishment, there can he no doubt 
whatsoever. Repeated stress is laid on the importance 
of regular and punctual payment of wages and rations to 
the army;^ irregularity in this may lead to disaffection
p
or even rebellion. In the Sabha parva Narada asks 
Yudhisthira if he pays his troops in advance before he 
marches, and if he supports the wives and children of 
men who lay down their lives for him, or undergo misery 
on his account.^
While the chariot-warriors usually represent the 
nobility, or rarely the brahmana teachers, such as Drona, 
A^vatthama and Kypa, the cavalry is perhaps drawn from 
the ranks of the other warrior classes not so well off.
The body of the infantry is recruited from the commonalty, 
from among the vai^.yas and even sudras and adventurers 
of foreign extraction.
Among the miscellaneous office-bearers mentioned in
5
the Epic, we hear of the suta, the sarathi or charioteer,
g
the asvadhyaksa, a^vabandha or stable-master, the
1. Mbh.3.16.21,22; 2.5.38; Cf. 3.17.6; Ram. Ayodhya, 
100.32,33.
2. lb id.; I.fbh. 2.5 • 39 •
3. Ibid., 2.5.U8. 
k* Ibid., 2.5.W+.
5. See above, pp. $2.-90.
6. See above, p. gs.
1 2 purohita or priest, the amat.yas or ministers, Body-
guards of kings, and sentinels and door-keepers are also
referred to.^ The sabhapala or the keeper of the assembly
blows his conch to call the Vrsni warriors to arms.^ The
• • «
bellman riding on an elephant proclaims a king’s victory
r
in his capital.
Spies are usefully employed to ascertain the nature 
of a hostile country, its army and fortified places.^
The Virata parva refers to spies sent by the Kurus to
o
trace the whereabouts of the Pan<jLavas. Spies are
always present in the camp and the army. Yudhisthira
places his spies (carapurusa) in the Kuru camp and army.^
Prom them he learns everything about Drona’s intention
10to capture him alive. And the Kuru spies, presumably 
in the Pandava camp, apprise Jayadratha of Arjuna’s vow 
to kill him,11
The Ramayana also teems with references to military
1, Mbh.5•20.1,
2. Ibid., 2.5.26; Ram.Bala. VII.11.
‘3. Mbh. 2.5.77.
U. Ibid., 7 . 3 8 . 3 1 .
5. Ibid.,1.212.11.
6. Ibid., 4.63.259 ghantapanavakah.
7. Ibid., 3.1U9.UO; cf*. 2.5#.27; 3I189.I8; 12.138.U0.
8. Ibid., U.2U.5; U.25.8-12.
9. Ibid., 5.195.2.
10. Ibid., 7.12.2
11. Ibid., 7.52.1.
espionage. We repeatedly hear of Ravana’s disguised spies 
sent to the Rama camp to discover the nature, number and 
disposition of the enemy troops.^ They are often caught 
and belaboured, but spared. And VibhiSana’s spies bring
p
news of Lanka’s plans of defence.
The duta functions as an important intermediary 
between two opposing factions. Such ambassadors are 
often sent before the actual outbreak of warfare to 
convey messages and the terms of a possible agreement. 
Missions of such an onerous nature are sometimes 
entrusted to envoys of royal status. Krgna goes to the 
Kaurava camp to propose the Pan^Lava terms of a peaceful 
settlement and to point to the calamitous consequences 
of war in the event of failure. He marches on his 
embassy with an impressive escort of ten charioted 
knights, 1,000 foot-soldiers and 1,000 horsemen, and 
other attendants.
The person of the envoy is traditionally 
i n v i o l a b l e K i n g  Dhrtarastra receives Krsna outside 
the city, which is adorned in honour of his arrival.
And in court, the blind monarch stands up to receive the
1. Ram.yuddha, 25*Iff.; 29*2Uff.
2. Ibid,, 37#6ff. Spies are also mentioned in Sundara, 
U.15ff.5 Kiskindha, 15.l6ff.
3. Mbh.5*82.1,2. Prince Angada goes to Ravana as Rama’s 
envoy, cf. 3*267.5k*
k. Cf.Mbh.5.86.13-18.
3. Ibid., 5.87.3ff.
royal ambassador.1 It is interesting to learn from a 
remark of Krsna that an envoy accepts the food and
worship of his hosts only after the success of his
2mission. The ambassador tries to sow dissension in the
ranks of the enemy, and Krsna goes to the extent of
suggesting the capture of Duryodhana and his lieutenants
to the elder Kurus. And when his mission fails, he
asks the Kauravas to begin the battle in a week’s time.^4
Purohitas or priests are also sent as envoys. King
Drupada of Paftcala sends his priest to the Kauravas on
5
behalf of the Pandavas. Trusted charioteers are also 
called upon to discharge this function. Thus Safijaya, 
the charioteer and friend of Dhrtarastra, goes as the
Kaurava envoy to the Pandavas to impress upon them the
£
futility of a war. And Uluka, the charioteer of 
Duryodhana, conveys to the Pandavas the Kaurava challenge 
to fight.
A duta, says Yudhisthira, speaks according to his
Q
instructions. If he does otherwise, he should he slain.
1 . Cf.i*ibh.5.87.13.
2. Ibid., 5.89.18.
3. Ibid., 5.126.1+7. 
1+. Mbh.5.lUO.l6ff. 
5. Ibid., 5.5.18.; 5.6.Iff.; 5.20.Iff.
6. Ibid., 5.23; 21+.; 5.25; 5.27.
7. Ibid., 5.158.Iff.; 5.157.3.
8. Ibid., 5.70.7. Compare Plato, Laws, 9I+I.
The Rama.yana prescrihes a few punishments for visiting 
envoys who infringe the conventional rules of behaviour, 
such as the amputation of limbs or whipping, shaving the 
head or branding the forehead of the offender.1
The Epic also affords a peep into the camp-life of 
old. Words such as the skandhavara. £ibira and 
senanive^a denote the army camp, which never encroaches
pupon burning grounds, shrines and any other sacred spots.
The ground, preferably level and abounding in grass and
3 Ufuel, is properly measured for an encampment; a moat
is dug around to protect it, and guards are stationed at
important posts. Door-keepers and sentinels keep watch
outside the tents of the chief heroes and princes.
Stocks of arms and armaments, food and water and fodder
sire in evidence,^ and physicians and mechanics form part
Q
of the establishment.
In the camp, too, we notice the prevalence of 
various democratic processes that govern and guide the 
course of action. It is there that the chief commander
1. Ram.Sundara, 52.15*
2. Mbh.5.11+9.67-69.
3. Ibid., 5*153.3U,35*
h. Ibid., 5.11+9*72.
5. Ibid., 5*11+9*73,71+.
6. Ibid., 7.56.6; 7*58.31*
7. Ibid., 5.11+9.79-81.
8. Ibid., 5.11+9.78.
is chosen. And there, too, the other leaders are selected 
and strategy discussed.^" We find Jayadratha on his way 
to the assembly (samiti) of kings in the Kaurava camp to 
seek their protection from Arjuna’s murderous vow.
Councils of war are common on both sides.
In the evening after a bloody battle the heroes 
nurse their wounds and bathe in diverse waters.^
Brahmanas perform the propitiatory rites, and the bards 
hymn their praises; vocal and instrumental music helps 
to abate the agony of wounds and war.^ The soldiers 
also sing and clap together, the human spirit, 
buoyant as ever, forgets its suffering.
1. Mbh. 5.155.37,38; 5.157; 6.U2.2ff.
2. Ibid., 7*52.3. In Ram.yuddha, 17,18. Rama asks the
Vanaras what to do with Vibhisana.
3. Ibid., 6.82.53.
k. Ibid., 6.82.5U.
5. Ibid., 7.50.lOff.
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CHAPTER VIII 
Ethics of War
Warfare has often had such ecological functions as 
the expansion of populations and an increase in the extent 
of environment being exploited by man. A community does 
not usually wait to colonise until its existing territories 
attain a maximum carrying capacity. A slowly diminishing 
food supply begins to exert pressure for escape from the 
approaching equilibrium at noticeably lower levels. And 
if the time and effort needed for finding and clearing 
virgin land is appreciably greater than the difficulties 
of conquering previously used land for cultivation, 
violent aggression rather than peaceful dispersion is the 
rule. It was indeed true of the past, when the more 
arduous task of forest clearance was left to the helpless 
and beaten enemy, deprived of his possessions by the right 
of might. The Aryans thus needed little apology for wagirg 
war on their enemies; only fire and sword could furnish 
the key to ’land, sunlight, water and life’,^ as swarms 
of invaders fell upon the earlier settlers of the soil.
No qualms of the later-day Epic morality deterred the 
early Aryan; and not a few hymns of the Rgveda tell of the
1. RV. 1.100.18; VI. 25.*+; VI.1+6.1+.
devastation that accompanied his progress. Smouldering 
fires testify to the exploits of Agni, thus invoked hy 
the poet:
'Rise up 0 Agni, spread thee out before us: burn 
down our foes, thou who hast sharpened arrows.
2
Great battles were fought and thousands done to death, 
or sometimes drowned in rivers. The famous battle-hymn 
of the Rgveda speaks of arrows smeared with poison,^ not 
allowed by the later code of ethics, and goes on in the 
same implacable strain:
’Loosed from the bowstring fly away, thou arrow, 
Sharpened by our prayer.
Go to the foemen, strike them down, and let nqone
I
be left alive.
The concept of a supreme sovereign and universal
conquest takes root as early as the Rgveda, which
* 6recognises the asvamedha, and becomes well developed in 
the later Saifihitas and the Brahmanas. The Atharva Veda 
says: "May Indra conquer, may he not be conquered; may he 
king it as overking among kings: be thou here one to be
1 . RV.IV.U.U.
2. Ibid., II.1U.75 U.16.13; IV.30.21.
3. Ibid., VII.18.12.19; Louis Renou, Vedic India, p.6. 
k. RV.VI.75.15; cf. A V oIV.6.6,7,8.
5o RV.VI.75.16.
6. Ibid., I.162; 163.
famed, to "be praised, to be greeted, to be waited on, and 
to be reverenced.Ceremonies and sacrifices like the 
ra.jasuya, va.japeya and aindramahabhiseka, were meant for 
the glorification of the all-conquering king and ksatra. 
r^ cie Aitareya Brahmana says of the lordly power: ’ ... the 
breaker of citadels has been born, the slayer of the asuras 
has been born, the guardian of the holy power has been 
born, the guardian of the law has been born.’ The same 
Brahmana mentions the names of kings like Janamejaya 
Pariksita, Sudas Paijavana, Bharata Dauhsanti, and many 
more, who went conquering in every direction and performed 
the horse-sacrifice. They campaigned primarily perhaps 
to exact homage, and secondarily only to annex territories 
nearer home. These are the beginnings of the ideal of 
’righteous conquest’, which ’is evident, though not 
explicitly stated in later Vedic literature.’^  It acted 
as an especially effective means of promoting social 
cohesion in that it provided an occasion when the 
members of the society united and submerged their 
factional differences in the pursuit of a common purpose. 
Prosperity depended on solidarity; warfare promoted it
1. AV.VI.98.1.
2. A3oVIII.12.
3. Ibid., VIII.21;23o
U. A.L.Basham, The Wonder that was India, p.l2U.
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and thus had indirect economic and ecological consequences. 
Notwithstanding the fierceness of spirit and 
unabashed prayers for cattle and booty,^ an incipient 
moral consciousness appears as early as the Rgveda; it is 
a war on the unbeliever where it is not a struggle with 
another Aryan; and gods like Indra and Agni are invoked to
destroy the heathen with maledictions and aggressive 
2
deeds. This perhaps provides the first crude attempt at 
a moral justification of warfare; the extermination of the 
non-Aryan is sought because he does not worship the Vedic 
gods,
'Root up the race of Raksasas, 0 Indra, rend it in 
front and crush it in the middle.
How long hast thou behaved as one who wavers?
z
Cast thy hot dart at him who hates devotion.
But sectarian rancour goes hand in hand with more mundane 
allurements; Indra slays the phallus-worshippers 
(£i£nadevab) and wins the treasure of a 'hundred-gated’ 
fort.^4 People fight in defence of the truth and their 
rights as they understand them; a faith in the ordeal of
1. RV.1.7 .U; 1.8 ,1 ; 1,16.9; 1.31.6; 1.36.8; X.8U.2.
2. Ibid., 1.51.8; 1.100,18; 1,103.3; 1.130.8; 111.12.6;
III.29.9; III.30.17.
3. Ibid., III.30.17.
U. Ibid., X.99-3; Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, Strassburg, 
1897, P.153.
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war, so characteristic of the ancient world, cautiously 
comes to the fore.*^
One can detect the embryo of a few moral concepts of
the Epics as early as the Rgveda. Like the Mahabharata,
it speaks of an envoy visiting the opposite party with a
view to exploring the possibility of avoiding imminent
hostility. Indrafs messenger Sarama finds her way to the
Pa^iis to demand the return of stolen cattle and to threaten
them with destruction in the event of failure. The latter
try to induce her to stay with them; but the last verse
2
seems to record the fulfilment of her prophecy. The 
text of the hymn leaves no doubt that the person of an 
envoy was considered sacred. We learn from the later 
Sarfihitas that the sutat who acted as charioteer, bard, 
herald or envoy, was regarded physically inviolable.
That the sanctity of compacts and treaties was 
respected as early as the proto-Aryan and Rgvedic times, 
will appear both from the texts of the Mitanni-Hatti 
treaties and the Rgveda. The names of Mitra, Varuna, Indra 
and Nasatya occur in the Hatti-Mitanni and Mitanni-Hatti
1 . RV.X.U2.U, tvaift .jana namastyesvindra
santasthana vi hva.yante samike ...; 
compare Gurney, The Hi11 ite s, pp.176-177•
2. RV.X.108.
3. MS.II.9.3; KS.XVII.12; TS.IV.5,2.1; VS.XVI.18.
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treaties, significantly in the same order as they do in 
a verse of the Rg v e d a Do these gods then protect 
treaties, promises and oaths? And do they punish a breach 
of faith? rIt is quite natural that the list [of the 
Aryan gods of the Mitanni treaty] is opened "by Mitra, the
p
god of compacts and the personification of friendship.’ 
Mitra in the Rgveda causes people to make mutual 
arrangements conducive to peace. This speciality of 
Mitra is also evidenced in the Avesta.^4 But Varuna, Indra 
and the Nasatyas share this function with Mitra only in the 
Rgveda. Varuria looks down on the truth and untruth of 
the people,^ and Indra avenges the "breach of covenants."^
The Rgveda repeatedly calls on Indra to destroy the 
amitra, ’him who does not recognise the sacredness of
Q
contracts or treaties. ’ The Nasatyas are alike
1 . RV.X.125.1* ahaifi mitr§ mitra-varuna ubha bibharmi aham 
indragni ahaifTasvina ubha. There are only two slight 
variations: asvina instead of Nasat.ya, and indragni 
instead of Indra.
2. Sten Konow, ’The Aryan gods of the Mitanni People’, 
Kristiania Etnografiske Museums Skrifter Bind 3 Hefte 1; 
Kristiania, 1921, p.38.
3. RVoIII.59*1 mitro .ianan yata.yati bruvanah; cf. 3*
U. Paul Thieme, The ’Aryan gods of the Mitanni Treaties,
JAOS. 80,1960, p.306.
5o Ibid., p.317.
6. RV.VII.li9• 3 yasaifi ra.ja varuno .vati madh.ye sat.yanyte
avapa^.yan jananam ...; cf.*V.65.6; 72*2; Thieme, loc.cit.,
pp.307,308.
7• RV.X.89.9; Dumezil, Naissance d ’archanges, p.33 ff;
Thieme, loc.cit., p.309.
3. RV.l.63.2; 63.5; 100.5; 133.1; 3.30.16; 6.25.2; 33.1;
*+*+.17; *+6.6; *+6.8; 73.2,3; 7.18.9; 25.2; 32.25; 8.16.10; 
10.103.*+; 152.3.
protectors of treaties; we find them (asvins) slaying the 
enemies and keeping in agreement those who are connected 
hy a contract or treaty.^
The later Samhitas similarly refer to compacts and
2
agreements; we are told of an armistice and truce in one, 
and of a one-year treaty in another.^ The Paficaviift^ a 
Brahmana speaks of a compact between the gods and the 
asuras; the cattle should belong to that party which 
vanquishes the o t h e r W a r  thus becomes an ordeal, a 
mere tournament for winning a prize. But we also hear of 
bad faith on the part of gods like Visnu and Indra; the 
latter violates his pledge and slays Vrtra, while the 
former abets the crime. Elsewhere, Indra and Namuci 
reach an agreement: " ’Of us two not [one] shall kill the 
other either by night or by day, either with [what is] 
wet or [what is] dry.' Indra cut off his head at dawn 
before sunrise with foam of water .... This head rolled 
after him calling: fman-slayer, thou hast cheated, thou
r
hast cheated.’” The Mahabharata also moralises on the
1 .RVoVIII.35.12 hatam ca £atrun yatatam ca mitrinah ... 
advina; Thierne, op.cit., P.31U.
2.TS.2.1.8.I*.
3.MS.2.1.2.
U.PB.XIII.6.7 •
3.TS.VI.5.1.1-3; cf.PB.xx. 15.6.
6.PB.XII.6.8. Indrasca vai namuci^ca asurah samadadhatam 
..., 9; cf. TB.1.7.1.7,8.
old story: ’that head of Namuci, after it had been cut
off, followed after Indra shouting close by: ’woe to you,
wicked slayer of f r i e n d s . A  sacrifice on the advice of 
Brahma, and a bath in the waters of the river Aruna, 
atones for Indra’s guilt. But an opposite, down to 
earth view is not difficult to find in the Epic itself; 
Duryodhana says that Indra made friends with Namuci, but, 
nevertheless, cut off his head; for, that is the usage 
among enemies. The Kausltaki Upanisad actually tells 
us that Indra violated many treaties.^
The rule of law in personal and class relations 
amongst the Aryans was perhaps inapplicable to the 
unbelieving Non-Aryans. So we hear in the Taittirlya 
Saifthita:
’Swiftly [goes] the chariot of the worshipper 
Like a hero in every contest;
He who by sacrifice is fain to win the minds of 
the gods
Shall prevail over those who sacrifice not. 
Economics and religion do not part company; while 
the one demonstrates the necessity of aggression, the
1 . Mbh. IX.U3. 36 ff. (Cal.Ed.)
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., 2.50.20 (Cr.Ed.)
U. Kaus, Up. II1,1, bahvi samdha atikramya
5. TS.i.8.22.
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other extenuates its harshness in the eyes of the 
aggressors, and even justifies it. The Atharva Veda puts 
it very succinctly:
?I overpower the pisacas with power;
I take to myself their property; I slay all the 
abusers [of the gods]; let my design be successful.1'1' 
The same text elsewhere refers to the enemy being driven 
away from villages, while ’seizing those that are to be 
seized.’ Here then is an explicit reference to prisoners 
of war. Two AV. hymns are devoted to the tying up of 
enemies. This leads us on to the treatment of the 
captured. AV.VIII.8.10 says: 'To death do I deliver those 
yonder; with fetters of death [are] they bound; the sad 
messengers that are death's - them I lead them to meet, 
having bound them. ' The following verses speak of the 
'fetters of death, from which once you have stepped into 
them you are not r e l e a s e d ; w h e n  the enemy army is 
caught in traps, it dies of hunger, exhaustion, slaughter
R
and fear." Thus, though prisoners were taken on the 
field of battle, a large number of them were only led away
1. AV.IV.36.U.
2. Ibid., 5.20.3,U.
3. Ibid., VI.103;10U.
k. Ibid.. VIII.8 .16.
5. Ibid.,VIII.8.18.
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to death; hut some must have heen pressed into menial 
service. Another hymn in fact proves that some of the 
non-combatants were taken prisoner, while others were 
driven away.*1- The Aitareya Brahmana significantly refers 
to ten thousand female slaves brought from various 
countries, all daughters of wealthy men, given away to
_  p
Brahmanas in celebration of all round conquest. We are 
reminded of the ancient Hittites, king, lords and 
soldiers, who all brought back with them civilian captives 
at the end of their campaigns. So did the ancient 
Assyrians, who even transplanted whole populations from 
one place to another.
The Upanisads mark a momentous stage in the 
development of moral consciousness. Prajapati instructs 
gods, demons and men with the syllable ’da*, which 
signifies for them respectively, dama or self-control, 
daya or compassion, and dana or charity. All the three 
qualities run counter to violence. The Chandogya Upanisad 
mentions ahimsa or non-violence together with austerity, 
charity and truth in speech.^ Truth and non-violence are 
indeed inseparable; one is distant and unrealisable 
without the other. Elsewhere, we hear that truth alone is
1. AV.V,20.U.
2. AB.VIII.22.
3. BU.V.2.
k. CHU.3.17.U.
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ultimately victorious, and not falsehood.1 Truth is the
quality of speech, and dharma or law and justice that of 
2
action. That is why the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad places
law and justice (dharma) higher than the ksatra (power);
dharma is the ksatra of the ksatra; therefore there is
— • — — -—  —  ©  7
nothing higher than dharma. A weak man thus hopes to
defeat a strong man by means of justice, as one does
-a
through a king. The same Upanisad says that the ksatra
Uinjuring a Brahmana strikes at its own source. The
Chandog.ya Upanisad similarly calls killing a Brahmana a
crime. These Upanisadic ideas provide the groundwork
for the later growth of Buddhist morality as well as the
Epic code of war and peace.
Buddhism appealed to the masses in general and the
merchant class in particular because it made a passionate
plea for lessening the misery inflicted by violence.
Tradition has it that the Buddha himself stopped a clash
of arms between the 3akyas and the Koliyas, and persuaded
£
them to settle their differences without bloodshed.
1. MU.3.1.6c
2. TU.1.11.1.
3 . BU.l.U.lU. dharmam tadetat kstrasya kstram yaddharmas- 
tasmaddharmatparam nasti atho abaliyan baliyamsam 
a^amsate dharmena, yatha rajfia evain.
U. Ibido, 1.4712." *
3. CHU. 5.10.
6. Jat.V.U12 ff.; DA.II,627 ff.; DhA.III.23U ff.
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Victory, says the Dhammapada, only breeds hatred, for the 
conquered sleep in sorrow; but tranquillity leads to a 
state of bliss above victory or defeat.1
In the Saiftyutta Nika.ya. a yodha.jiva Ramarii tells the 
Buddha of the popular belief in his community that a 
warrior dying in battle is reborn in the company of the
p
devas of passionate delight. The Buddha warns him, 
however, that it is a travesty of the truth; for the 
fighting man only gets purgatory after death, or else 
rebirth as an animal. The Adguttara Nika.ya condemns even 
hunters to purgatory.^ The accent everywhere is on non­
violence. This inner message of peace, added to the 
horrors of war as revealed to Asoka in his Kalinga 
campaign, influenced that monarch to preach as well as 
practise non-violence and for ever abominate bloodshed.
But human nature is not easily changed by the affirmation 
of great spiritual truths, and we hear of war even in the 
Nika.yas and the Vinaya. The use of poisoned arrows is 
attested; and the rattle of the car of the ’wheel-rolling
1. Dhammapada, 201.
2. Sam.IV.308, sarafijjitanaift devanaifi sahavyataift upapa.j .jatiti.
3. Ibid., IV.305^ 309; of". The Buddha’s dialogues with the 
hattharoho-gamani, IV,310; assaroho gamani. IV.310; 
asibandhaka-putta, IV.312, 3lU.
k* Anguttara, V.289.
5. Majjhima, 11.216; 256.
288
King’ (cakravartin) echoes through the Balapandita Sutta 
of the Ma.i.jhima Nika.ya.1 The Vedic doctrine of universal 
conquest has come to stay.
The Epics propound the ideal of righteous conquest 
(dharmavi.jaya) tacitly assumed in the later Vedic 
literature, with a clarity hitherto unknown.
’A King should not attempt 
to gain the earth unrighteously, 
for who reveres the King 
who wins unrighteous victory?*"
Unrighteous conquest is impermanent,
p
and does not lead to heaven.’
Righteous conquest is hence perfectly in order and there
is no shrinking from warfare as such; "but this is
aggression without provocation, even though the aim is
not necessarily the dethronement of the adversary and the
annexation of his kingdom. The fruit of victory is
tribute and homage to superior power pursued by many
•5
heroes of the Epic, and later by rulers of undoubted 
historicity.^
1 . Ma j jhima, III.173f*f •
2. Mbh.12. 97. 1-2. Basham, op.cit., p.l2U.
3. Ibid., 2.23; 2k; 25; 26; 27; 28; 29 etc.
k* Samudragupta is a famous example. Kalidasa has stated 
the Hindu ideal of dharmavi.jaya in his Raghu^varfi^a: 
gyhita pratimuktasya sa dharmavi.jayinrpahsriyaift 
mahendranathas.ya jahara natii medinim
It became part of kingly duty to attack one’s
neighbours in the normal course of events; warfare was
reduced to the level of a large scale tournament and might
even be something of a festive occasion. And yet the Epic
itself is not wanting in passages vividly depicting the
agony of war, instinct with a desire for peace. Victory
1
creates animosity; hostilities do not easily cease if 
there is even one alive in the enemy’s family; for
p
narrators are never needed to remind him of the past. 
Success through war is the very worst of successes, 
involving as it does, slaughter and loss of lives. The 
Pan£avas, Bhlma and Arjuna, are averse to war; submission 
to the Kauravas is preferable to the destruction of the 
Bharatas.^4 Kysna offers to go to the Kauravas in a bid to 
secure peace and avert the impending disaster. And he 
adds that they would escape all blame for the war if his
r
visit fails to yield any results. This is symptomatic 
of a highly developed moral conscience; war is an evil and 
a crime; hence the desire to shelve the blame. A host of
1 . Mbh.5.70.59.
2. Ibid., 5*70.62.
3. Ibid., 6.4*32. Strict non-violence is ordained for the 
Brahmanas; the highest morality is sparing life; a 
brahmana should never take any creature’s life.
Mbh.1 .11.12.
U. Ibid., 5.72.1-23.
5. Ibid., 5.70.79-81.
6. Ibid., 5.70.88.
speakers impress upon Duryodhana the dire consequences of 
war and counsel peace.^ But every speech is made to play 
upon his fears with exaggerated accounts of Pandava 
prowess; and Duryodhana is not short of a characteristic 
reply. Born in a nohle Ksatriya race, who would bow to 
an enemy from fear, covetous of life only? One should
ever keep erect and it is better to break at the knots
2
than to bend.
Thus in a human society where strife is endemic,
the old faith in the victory of the just still persists,^
and so the rules of righteous warfare are enunciated and
their observance insisted upon. Only equals should fight
each o t h e r e l e p h a n t s  should oppose only elephants; and
so the chariots, cavalry, and infantry should attack only
5
their opposite numbers. A king should fight only with a 
king, and a commoner should not strike a monarch. 
Similarly, a ksatriya should fight an equal in battle, a 
man of his own order.^ Karna is refused competition with 
Arjuna in a tournament on the ground that he is a man of
1 . Mbh.5.121.20ff.; 5.122.Iff.; 5.123.Iff.; 5.12U.
2. Ibid., 5.125.l8ff.
3. Ibid., 6.21.11, yato dharmas tato .jayah 
U. Ibid., 6.1.27*
5. Ibid., 6.1.29.
6. Ibid., 12.97.7.
7. Ibid., 12.286.5.
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1
lowly extraction. Those indulging in wordy warfare should 
he fought only with words; and those who leave the ranks
p
should never he slain," One should strike another after 
giving due notice, only when justified in so doing hy 
considerations of fitness, daring and might. No one should 
strike another who is confiding or unprepared or panic- 
stricken, A foe engaged with another should never he 
struck, as also one without armour, or whose weapon is 
rendered useless.^4 Chariot-drivers and draught-animals, 
men engaged in transport of weapons, and drummers and
R
huglers, should not he attacked. A ksatriya should not 
strike one who is fatigued and frightened, weeping and 
unwilling to fight; one who is ill and cries for quarter, 
or one of tender years or advanced age. In the Sahha 
parva, Narada asks Yudhisthira if he cherishes with 
paternal affection the foe who has surrendered from fear, 
or who has sought asylum, vanquished in hat tie. A
1. Mhh.1.126.30-33.
2. Ibid., 6,1 .28. The warriors in the Epic are enamoured 
of bragging, hoth on and off the field of hattle, even 
though Bhlma once shows unusual humility when he calls 
it ignohle to talk of one’s own prowess (5.Ik*6). But 
Karna finds no fault with the hoast of heroes saddled 
with heavy responsibilities (7.133*2i|ff.).
3. Ibid., 6.1.30.
k. Ibid., 6.1.31.
5. Ibid., 6.1.32.
6. Ibid., 12.286.i|.
7. Ibid., 2.5.U5; cf.8.Z+9.22ff. According to 2.35.7> a
ksatriya becomes the master of his beaten adversary, 
if he sets him free.
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ksatriya should defend even his enemy if entreated with 
joined hands,1
A brahmana is declared unslayable, and so is an
2ambassador. If a brahmana desirous of peace goes between 
two contending armies, they should at once desist from the 
fight. And if someone dares to wound or slay him, he 
violates a rule that is time-honoured.^ We are reminded 
of the story of the Buddha’s intervention in the strife 
between two tribes, referred to earlier; and of a 
brahmanafs timely intercession, which avoided a war over 
the Buddha’s Relics.^ In the Rama.yana, Rama spares the 
life of Parasurama because he is a brahmana. But it is 
no sin to resist an attacking brahmana. Thus, in the
1.'Mbh.3.232,10-12; cf. 5.12.19-21. In the Aranyakaparva, 
(3.19.13>l4), Pradyumna says that a Vrsni hero never 
turns his back from battle, or strikes’a surrendering 
foe, a woman, a child or an old man, and a warrior
/deprived of his chariot and weapons.
2. Ibid., 5.6.16. The rule was operative in early Greece. 
An ambassador was, however, punished for conveying 
false messages. (Plato, Laws, 941). Herodotus describes 
the divine retribution that overtook Sparta in the
5th century B.C., for slaying the Persian herald.
(7.134).
3. Mbh.12.97.8.
k ? Digha.II.166. Dona the brahmana addresses the assembled 
Mallas: ’Hear, gracious sirs,’one single word from me.
Forbearance was our Buddha wont to teach. Unseemly is 
it that over the division of the remains of him who 
was the best of beings, strife should arise and wounds 
and war.’
5. Ram. Bala, 76*5ff.
6. Cf. Mbh.l.181.6; The slaughter of a brahmana intent on 
fighting is allowed.
Virata parva, Arjuna pays his regards to Drona and 
A^vatthama on the field of battle, and tells his teacher 
that he will strike him only if he is first attacked.'1'
p
And he cuts off Krpa’s coat of mail without killing him.
In the Adi parva, Yudhisthira says that one should
not slay a woman even though enraged, and restrains Bhima
from killing the demoness Hidimba.^ Bhlsma refuses to
*
strike a woman, or rather Sikhandi who had formerly been
a woman and whose sex had changed.^ In the Rama.yana,
Vi^vamitra has to justify Rama’s killing of the demoness
Tadaka as imperative for the benefit of the four orders of 
5
society. He cites instances of Indra killing Manthara, 
Visnu killing the mother of Sukracarya, and many other
g
monarchs killing irreligious women. Laksmana angrily 
cuts off the ears, nose and breasts of the demoness 
Ayomukhi who wants to make love to him,"'7 and similarly 
lops off the nose and ears of 3uparnakha, but does not
Q
kill her because she is a woman. Slaughter would perhaps
1 . Mbh.4.50.7-8, 9-10; h.53*17.
2. Ibid., ^.52.13.
3. Ibid., 1.1U3.2.
U. Ibid., 5*193.60 ff. Elsewhere (6.103*73)> he says that 
he hates to strike a woman, or one bearing the name of 
a woman, one who has a single son or none at all, and 
one who is a vulgar fellow.
5. Rama. Bala, 25*17.
6. Ibid., Bala, 25.20-22.
7. Ram,Aranya, 69.17-
8 . Ibid., Aranya, 18.21.
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be preferable to such a sordid mutilation, dictated by 
Laksmanas’s interpretation of the law according to his 
lights. Women were made prisoners of war, as we know from 
Hanuman’s account of Ravana’s harem; for many of its 
lovely ladies were brought as booty of war."'" In the 
Mahabharata t the Gandharvas carry off the Kauravas and
p
their women as prisoners.' And in the Mausala parva, 
the Abhiras attack Arjuna and abduct the Vrsni women.^
We are told, however, that male and female spectators 
were allowed on the field of battle, and evidently no harm 
was done them. The Kuru king makes proper arrangements 
for onlookers, including masons, bards, singers, and 
panegyrists, traders and prostitutes, spies and others.^
The warriors of the day were duly indoctrinated in 
the code of morality and duty. Thus the education of 
Dhrtarastra, Pandu and Vidura includes lessons in 
morality, history, tradition, Vedas and the allied
1. Ram. Sundara, 9*6,69.
2./ Mbh.3*231.12.
3: Ibid., Mausala, VII.U7ff. (Cal.Ed.). The law-books, 
however, lay down that courteous treatment should be 
accorded to female prisoners, and they should be duly 
returned to their families after some length of time.
U. Ibid., 5.196.l8,19. Tacitus in his Germania, p . 275 >Cc^ S 7,fc), 
mentions the presence of female spectators on the 
battlefield: .... fClose at hand, too, are their 
dearest, whence is heard the wailing voice of woman and 
the child’s cry ... they minister to the combatants 
food and exhortation.’
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literature, apart from military exercises. Narada asks 
Yudhisthira if experienced teachers proficient in the 
scriptures have "been appointed to instruct the princes and 
army chiefs. It is a ksatriya’s duty to fight a just 
hattle in order to right a wrong; happy are they who 
obtain such a fight, an open door to heaven. But if a 
warrior turns away from a fight for justice, he reaps only 
sin by renouncing his duty and glory.^ To die of disease 
at home is sin for a ksatriya;*^ victory or death in
battle is eternally ordained by the creator; and that is
£
the goal of a warrior. Unnerved by the lurking shadow 
of a bloody conflict, Kunti reminds her children of the 
great occasion for which a ksatriya mother bears a son.^ 
And Krsna exhorts Arjuna to fight because if slain he 
will obtain heaven; and if victorious he will enjoy the 
earth.®
A warrior must always answer a challenge. Suddenly 
challenged but not forgetful of his duty, king Jarasandha
1. Mbh.1.102.18; cf. 1.213-65, Abhimanyu’s education.
2. Ibid., 2.5-23-
3- Ibido6. 2^ -.32.
U. Ibid., 6.2U.33-
5- Ibid., 6.17.11; cf. 12.98.23-25.
6. Ibid., 5.71.^-; cf. 1 .19U.18.
7. Ibid., 5-135-9, Yadartham ksatriya sute tas.ya kalo 
’yamagatah. Tacitus, G-ermania, p.2 7 5 says of the old 
German tribes: ’they take their wounds to mother and
wife, who do not shrink from counting the hurts and 
demanding a sight of them ....’
8. Mbh.6.2^.37,38.
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lays aside his crown and "braids up his hair."^ To turn
p
from the field of "battle is disgrace for a ksatriya.
Carried off the field while unconscious, Pradyumna
recovers soon enough to tell his charioteer that he does
not deem life worth much, having fled from "battle like a
coward, his "back pierced with arrows.^ The chariot is
ordered "back to the scene of action. Old Dhrtarastra asks• •
his charioteer whether his son Duh£asana was slain whileo
flying away from "battle, humhled and divested of all 
manliness. He hopes that his son did nothing dastardly, 
nothing to "be ashamed of. Did he face his death as nobly 
as the other Ksatriyas?^ These sentiments of a blind 
parent, his heart wrung with anguish, reveal not a little 
of the heart-beat of the Ksatriya, not a little of the 
ideals that animated him to do or die. Glory was dearer 
than life itself; victory was the root of right; and death 
was preferable to the humiliation of defeat.
1. Mbh,2.21.6ff•
J 2. Ibid., cf. 2,11.63. One who deserts his comrades to save 
his own life, should be slain, according to the Santi 
parva (12.96.21,22), with sticks or stones, or should be 
wrapped in dry grass and burnt to death. The injunction 
was rarely, if ever, translated into practice. Almost 
every hero of the Epic leaves the field at one time or 
another. Compare G e r m a n i a • 273• 'many survivors of 
war ended their infamy with a noose.r
3. Mbh.3*19.31? cf. Ram. Yuddha, 106.1 ff., where Ravana
rebukes his charioteer for taking him off the battlefield. 
See also above,pp.87-88- 
k . I\ibh.8.5.A6,U7.
297
We come across many tokens of generous chivalry. 
in practice as in precept, Yudhisthira releases the 
gandharva Citraratha, saying: ’Who would kill an enemy
defeated in "battle, shorn of strength and fame, and
protected only "by his wives? ’1 3ikhandi does not wish to
pstrike the chariotless Kypa from his car. Similarly, 
Arjuna stops and waits for Krpa to regain his seat, when 
the latter reels from his chariot.^ Rama allows the 
fainting Ravana to leave the field and return refreshed 
with a new bow.^ And Karna remembers his promise to 
Kunti before the beginning of the Mahabharata war, when 
he spares the lives of four of the Pandava brothers. 
Dragged out of his hiding behind dead elephants, Bhima is 
allowed to escape with the epithets of ’beardless eunuch,
r -f Q
fool and glutton’; while fleeing Nakula and Sahadeva 
are admonished to fight only with their equals. And the 
beaten Yudhisthira is asked to follow brahmana practices
1', Mbh.1.158.33. Compare the case of Manapa-Dattas ’ mother 
who fell at the feet of the Hittite king and implored 
that her son be taken into allegiance. The king showed 
kindness to the woman (Gurney, The Hittites, pp*115,ll6).
2. Mbh.8.53^13.
3. Ibid., U.52.10.
U. Ram.Yuddha, 59*138#
5. Mbh.5.1 M*. 20 ff.
6. Ibid., 7*llU.67 ff.; 1.1.139.
7. Ibid., 8.17.90 ff.
8. Ibid., 7.lU2.12ff,
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and refrain from attacking his superiors in "battle; "but 
his life is likewise spared. Proud ksatriyas in fact 
disdain to choose weaker rivals in a trial of strength; 
Jarasandha chooses Bhlma, the mightiest of the three
p
challengers and his equal in prowess. And so Duryodhana 
picks his own equal opponent, and his own weapon.^
The theoretical injunction, however, that chariots 
should oppose only chariots and so on, is utterly 
unworkable in battle and is inevitably flouted without 
apology. A king attacks anyone who crosses his path, 
and fights another king only by accident. Many attack 
one, and one attacks many, while fleeing armies are
i
mercilessly slaughtered by the heroes. Bhlsma says truly 
that the strong man’s word is often construed as morality, 
while a weak man’s opinion is easily ignored even though 
it be the highest morality.^
Despite the frequency of violations, the sense of 
morality is still high; whole passages are full of 
recriminations and painful attempts at justifying 
reprehensible behaviour. Kygna makes a tawdry bid to
1 . Mbh.8.33o36ff.
2. Ibid., 2.21.2-7.
3. Ibid., 9.32.27ff. (Cal.Ed.); 33.51ff.
U. Mbh.2.62.15* balavamstu yatha dliarmam loke pas.yati
purusah.sa dharmo dharmavelayam bhavat.yabhihitah paraih
instigate the slaughter of the old Bhisma,1 unrighteously 
committed hy Sikhandl and Arjuna. Bhurisrava while 
fighting another, struck unawares hy Arjuna, reproves him
for his unholy act, and men of the whole army join in the
2
censure. Arjuna meets the charge with an exercise in
casuistry; he would have sinned, had he not saved the life
of a friend, and so he cut off the arm of Bhurisrava.*^
It is silly to talk about fighting with one person only;
there would he no real war if one man were to fight hut
one at a time.^ We are reminded of Vali who reproaches
R§Lma for killing him while hidden like a snake, against
rules of chivalry and righteousness. Rama’s thin
defence is that he kept his word given to a friend, who
£
in need must he helped. Satyaki cuts off the head of
Bhurisrava sitting in praya (yogic posture) and rehuts
censure with the stock argument that Ahhimanyu was also
unfairly slain.^ ’Tit for tat’ is thought to he a valid
apology. Yudhisthira and Bhima lie to Drona that his son© • #
has heen slain, and the grief-stricken, unresisting old
1. Mhh.6.103.95,96.
2. Ibid., 7.117.62; 7.118.3-19.
3. Ihid.,7oll8.23ff.
U. Ibid., 7»lU3*28 (Cal.Ed.) ekas.yai ’kena hi katham 
saiftgramah sambhavisyati.
5. Ram.Kiskindha, 17.13ff.
6. Ihid.,*Kiskindha, l8 .3ff.
7. Mbh. 7.1lS.U2ff.
man is dragged away and beheaded by Dhrstadyumna despite 
cries of shame and shouts to restrain him.'1' The death of 
Drona raises a fierce debate. Arjuna accuses Yudhisthira
p
of lying and sinning for a kingdom’s sake, while Satyaki
•5
reproaches Dhrstadyumna for slaying his own preceptor.
But the unrepenting Dhrstadyumna questions the propriety 
of Bhigma’s slaughter and Bhurisrava’s murder; high 
morality and immorality are alike difficult to comprehend.^ 
A clash of arms between him and Satyaki is averted only 
by the intervention of others present.
In fact, none of the Epic heroes can stand in • 
spotless white and point the finger of scorn and 
accusation at others; they are all alike human, alike 
time-serving. Arjuna slays Karna while he tries to 
extricate the wheel of his chariot from the earth.
Forgetful of Duryodhana’s restraint when he was 
unconscious, Bhlma strikes him on his thighs with his mace 
in utter disregard of an ancient rule, a blow should
never be dealt below the navel.^ To add insult to injury,
1. Mbh.7.l65.U6ff.
2. Ibid., 7.167.33ff.
3. Ibid., 7.l69.8ff.
4. Ibid., 7.168.38; 7.169.20ff.
3. Ibid., 9.58.43,46.(Cal.Ed.).
6. Ibid., 9.60.6 (Cal.Ed.) adho nabhya na hantavyaifi iti 
£astrasyani£ca,yah
he kicks the royal head of his fallen rival, though 
Yudhisthira rehukes him for his ugly impertinence.^*
A proud prince is laid in the dust; a "basic rule of 
battle is violated. Furious Balarama rushes at the
p
culprit, hut Krsna, of course, restrains him.
A^vatthama, Krtavarma and Krpa destroy the army
of Yudhigthira at night, sleeping without suspicion of 
3
danger. Asvatthama cites some ancient verses in 
order to silence contemporary morality and justify the 
surprise attack and slaughter at night. The enemyTs 
forces should be attacked even when they are tired or 
wounded, eating, retiring or sleeping, broken, 
confused or reft of commanders.^
The Epic code of ethics helped to soften the 
edge of conflict, even though the lofty ideals were 
often impracticable in action or at variance with 
human folly. The civilian population was allowed to 
pursue its labours unmolested;^ temples and places of
1. Mbh.9.59 (Cal.Ed.).
2. Ibid., 9.60.9ff. (Cal.Ed.) Krsna suggested the blow to 
Bhlma, cf. 1.1.152. (Cr.Ed.)*.
3. Ibid., 1 .2.28; 9.1.13. 
k. Ibid., 10.1.50ff.
5. Cf.Ram.Yuddha, U.39,UO.
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public worship were left undefiled.1 That 
were operative in the fourth century B.C., 
supported by the testimony of Megasthenes. 
doubtful if any other ancient civilisation 
humane ideals of warfare.
1 . cf. Mbh.3.17.3.
2. Megasthenes and Arrian, frag.l. 
y 3 • A.L.Basham, op.cit., p.126.
these rules 
is fully 
’ It is 
set such
CONCLUSION
The instinct of self-preservation in the face of 
increasing competition generated the first pulsions of 
"bloody strife in the world of men, involving slaughter 
and loss of lives. Fairly early in the story of India’s 
past, men began to organise themselves for purposes of 
defence. They fought on foot with weapons of wood and 
stone until they discovered the use of metals. The 
nomadic horse-riding herdsmen of Rana-Ghundai 
domesticated the horse as early as the fourth millennium B. 
As settlements grew in size, fortifications came into 
being even before the advent of the Indus civilization. 
With the bloom of Harappa and Mohenjodaro, the Indus 
valley witnessed the rise of mighty fortifications 
proclaiming the authority of the state and the 
organisation of defence, the real form of which remains 
an elusive enigma to the historian. Weapons of copper 
and bronze were used; the elephant was domesticated as 
well as the horse, but there is little evidence of their 
use in war. The Harappan civilization was fully 
cognizant of the wheeled vehicle; but we have no proof 
of the battle-chariot before the advent of the Aryans.
The light horse-drawn chariot wrought a revolution 
in peace and war. It became the instrument of Aryan
victories in the plains of India; the speed and shock 
of the new machine coupled with the superb archery of the 
charioted knight easily carried the day against the ill- 
equipped early Indian warrior on foot. Beyond the means 
of ordinary men, the chariot consolidated the authority 
of the king and the nobles who could alone afford it.
The supremacy of the chariot in war and its association 
with the rich and the powerful is borne out alike by the 
Vedic literature and the Epics.
The Aryans also rode horses both in peace and war, 
and used the lance and the sword as their chief weapons 
on horseback. In the tortuous highways of the Khyber, 
in the fastnesses of hills and forests, horsemen must 
have played a part denied to the chariots by the 
ineluctable factors of geography. Poor ksatriyas and 
many of the warriors from the ranks of the people must 
have rideen horses. But the Vedic cavalry was only a 
light irregular force useful in rounding up the booty 
of cattle and in pursuit of the enemy in difficult 
regions. The lack of stirrups, which appear in India 
earlier than anywhere else, did not deter the ancients 
from making use of the horse as a mount in war. The 
Epics testify to the growth of the cavalry which, 
however, proves unable to defy the might of the 
charioteer. The ancient cavalry could do comparatively
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little in really close fighting, whether in India or 
elsewhere; when man fought man, the riders not 
infrequently slipped from their saddle-cloths and 
grappled on foot* The Nika.yas furnish the first evidence 
of change in India; the importance of the chariot 
declines perceptibly; the horseman and the elephant 
come to the fore•
The Aryans made friends with the elephant soon 
after their arrival in India, and learnt the use of the 
animal from the people of the land. Before the end of 
the Rgvedic epoch, kings started riding on elephants 
whose strength was sometimes tried even on the field of 
battle. The later Saifihitas, Brahmanas and the Upanisads 
give evidence of the growth of easy familiarity between 
the new-comers and the elephant; and many references 
imply its use in war. The Indian army became fully 
fourfold before the end of the Vedic period, including 
infantry, chariots, elephants and cavalry. Chariots, 
however, retained their primacy as instruments of battle. 
The infantry was large in size but not in importance, and 
was invariably rated below the chariotry. The elephants 
were used only in small numbers and their efficacy in 
war was yet far from established. The Epics also hark 
back to the Vedic days and reinforce the idea. But the 
Nika.yas and the Vinaya attest a definite shift of
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emphasis from the chariot to the elephant.
That the early Indian armies were not merely 
multitudinous hordes of people devoid of order and 
organisation, is proved alike by the evidence of the 
Vedic literature, the Buddhist canon and the Epics. The/ 
imagination of the poet created the m§lee.
Copper and bronze were the earliest metals used 
for the manufacture of weapons in the Indus region, the 
Ganges valley and beyond. But the art of iron-smelting 
came to India from Anatolia about £^1000 B.C., presumably 
through the agency of itenerant smiths. Iron appears in 
association with the P.G.Ware at a number of sites, and 
precedes the arrival of the N.B.P.Ware at a few others.
By about 500 B.C., fully iron-using cultures flourished 
as far south as Amaravati. The Vedic testimony fully 
agrees with the discoveries of archaeology and appears 
conclusive on the point.
The Aryans were not slow to learn the value of 
fortified defence. The forts of their enemies added to 
the travails of their progress, and the lesson was not 
lost. The Vedic literature contains references to enemy 
as well as Aryan fortifications. Archaeology bears 
witness to the emergence of great cities in the Ganges 
valley and beyond in the early years of the first 
millennium B.C., nestling under the security of lofty
citadels. The Nika.yas, the Vinayat and the Epics fully 
hear out the evidence of archaeology and lend a life and 
a meaning to the dusty though impressive remains of the 
past.
Warfare led to the growth of states and governments. 
Out of war arose kingship with its corollaries, heredity 
and despotism. The army soon became a standing 
organisation, and new officers arose as the forces 
ramified. This steady development and division of 
functions is attested in the Vedic literature, the 
Buddhist canon and the Epics. The factors responsible 
for the rise of monarchy also created the warrior 
nobility of the ra.janyas or ksatriyas. The people 
continued to fight, but only constituted the rank and 
file, the bulk of the infantry. The growing necessity 
for specialisation in the art of war, and the needs of 
agriculture and other peaceful avocations, inevitably 
led to a separation of functions. The generality of the 
people began to be averse to war.
The growth of kingdoms and the need for 
coalescence in a land of limitless horizons prompted the 
doctrine of universal conquest and a universal ruler. It 
manifested itself in sacrifices like the asvamedha; kings 
marched on their neighbours to exact obeisance as well as 
obedience; righteous conquest, as it was called, started
as early as the later Vedic period.
Man’s conscience sometimes troubled him at the sight 
of bloodshed; there were moments of revulsion; but the 
hard facts of economics and the grim struggle for power 
brooked no moral taboos on war. Yet he groped for 
extenuating circumstances and even persuaded himself that 
he fought for the sake of his faith. Struggle was 
unavoidable in the nature of things. He proceeded 
therefore to evolve and enunciate moral maxims to govern 
the conduct of warriors, to mitigate misery without 
abolishing war, to humanise rivalry without eradicating 
the consequent violence. The Vedic literature shows the - 
germ of this uneasy morality that frets at its impotence. 
The Buddha from time to time raises his voice against 
war and its orgies of devastation, but to no avail. The 
Epics j however, recognise its inevitable character and 
therefore seek to ennoble and glorify it. An elaborate 
code of ethics is proclaimed, unexampled anywhere else in. 
the ancient world, even though many of its tenets are 
impracticable in war.
The messages of men like the Buddha and Mahavlra,
and one victorious campaign, convinced an Indian monarch
in the ^rd century B.C., that war was an evil and a crime.
But the lesson was soon forgotten despite his rock and
30S
pillar inscriptions seeking to immortalise it; men fought 
men as they had done "before; the story of later Indian , 
warfare yet awaits its historian#
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Appendix 
Archery in Modern India
The tradition of ancient Indian archery is kept 
alive even today by a handful of display archers in the 
country• In the early years of the current century a 
famous archer from South India, nicknamed Kaliyugi Arjuna, 
shot a number of tigers and other wild beasts with his 
bow and arrows. Possessed of a powerful physique and an 
uncanny aim, he did great things with his favourite 
weapon, and for some time taught archery to the students 
of the Prem Maha Vidyalaya, Brindaban. He could shoot 
four arrows simultaneously from the same bow and hit four 
difficult and different targets all at once. He made 
people put on spectacle frames fitted with silver rupees 
instead of glasses, which he shot down with two arrows 
of such an impeccably calculated force as to displace 
the little discs without injuring the men. He smeared 
exceedingly sharp arrow-tips with chalk dust and shot 
them at the bare backs of students with a perfect delicacy 
of control, so that they left only chalk marks on their 
tender targets without even grazing them. But he could 
also shoot powerful shafts that ripped through copper and 
iron plates. He could easily support a football in mid 
air for more than five minutes with a continuous shower
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of arrows* Imprisoned for seditious activities during 
the first world war, he died in jail.1
We have seen many of these feats repeated "by 
another archer not many years ago. As well as performing 
many of the exploits of Kaliyugl Arjuna he could easily 
hit four thin sticks set upright in the ground at a 
fair distance with as many arrows discharged together 
from his how. And he could also hit his target with his 
hack turned to it, only hy seeing its reflection in a 
mirror.
In antiquity, when almost every able-bodied man 
tried to learn the use of the how, the standard of 
archery must doubtless have heen high, with not a few 
outstanding masters of the great weapon.
1. This account is hased on the testimony of my father, 
who learnt a little archery from Kaliyugl Arjuna 
at Brindaban.
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